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ABSTRACT
In this thesis I engage with the tradition of writing about the mother in order to explore how the 
representation of the mother-daughter relationship has evolved in the works of contemporary Italian 
women writers. Within the corpus of mother-daughter narratives, I have  looked for novels that, 
departing from the dominant pattern characterised by maternal passivity and by the predominance 
of daughters' narrations, endowed the mother and the daughter with the same degree of agency.
I have focused on the expression of maternal subjectivity and I demonstrate how select women 
writers have  subverted the passive idealisation of  the maternal figure by challenging the  wide-
spread representation of the mother as a silent object.
I have chosen four novels, which allowed me to trace an evolution in the expression of  the 
maternal voice, framed in a mother-daughter plot: Goliarda Sapienza's L'Arte della Gioia (1994 and 
2008),  Igiaba  Scego's  Oltre  Babilonia (2008),  Valeria  Parrella's  Lo  Spazio  Bianco (2008)  and 
Michela Murgia's  Accabadora (2009).  While still placing a definite stress on the mother-daughter 
relationship, these texts present maternal models that challenge the male-dominated symbolic order, 
forge filial bonds outside of bloodlines and normative family paradigms, and widen the notion of 
motherhood to include tasks that do not necessarily hinge on child-rearing. 
Drawing from ancient Greek myth, psychoanalysis, feminist thought and literary theory I analyse 
how the experience of motherhood, disentangled from its bodily functions, becomes a relational 
practice, where the maternal perspective gradually emerges as dominant, although never completely 
severed from the daughter's.
By  redesigning  the  mother-daughter  relationship,  the  novels  discussed  in  the  thesis  also 
challenge  the  cultural  context  in  which  the  mother-daughter  plot  is  inscribed, revealing  an 
underpinning logic that differs from a patriarchal symbolic through recurrent slippage between a 
patriarchal and a non-patriarchal frame of reference, which is, to some extent, consequential to their 
critique of maternal silence and passivity.
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INTRODUCTION
 
“We are, none of us, 'either' mothers or daughters; 
to our amazement, confusion
 and greater complexity, we are both.”
 (Rich: 253)
In this thesis I engage with the tradition of writing about the mother in order to explore how the 
representation of the mother-daughter relationship has evolved in the works of contemporary Italian 
women writers.  Within the corpus of  mother-daughter  narratives,  I  have looked for  novels that 
departed from the dominant pattern characterised by “daughter-centricity” (Daly and Reddy, 1991: 
2) and maternal passivity and allowed for a different perspective on the maternal-filial bond. Since 
my interest focuses on motherhood and freedom of choice, I have paid special attention to how 
mothers  are  represented.  Therefore,  browsing  through  innumerable  accounts  of  maternal 
powerlessness and silence in recent women's writings, I was driven by the desire to discover an 
alternative representation of the maternal figure in narratives hinged on the mother-daughter bond. 
For  this reason, I have privileged novels in which the mother and daughter are given the same 
degree of agency and are able to talk to each other on equal terms, as peers. 
Four novels struck me for their originality:  Goliarda Sapienza's  L'Arte della Gioia (1994 and 
2008),  Igiaba  Scego's  Oltre  Babilonia (2008),  Valeria  Parrella's  Lo  Spazio  Bianco (2008)  and 
Michela Murgia's  Accabadora (2009). While they locate themselves within the mother-daughter 
trope, these texts specifically question some of its recurring aspects, such as the centrality of the 
daughter's speaking voice, the impossibility for mother and daughter to speak to each other, and the 
notion of motherhood as an experience that engulfs any other layer of a woman's life. All the novels 
have  been published,  or,  in  the  case  of  L'Arte  della  Gioia,  reached  public  acclaim,  almost 
simultaneously over the last few years. In these texts I have traced the elements that allow for a re-
thinking of the mother-daughter relationship on different terms.
A unifying feature in the four novels is the  representation of a disruption within the thematic 
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continuity.  In  fact,  while  still  placing a  definite  stress  on the  mother-daughter  relationship,  the 
novels selected present maternal models that overtly challenge the male-dominated symbolic order, 
forge filial bonds outside of bloodlines and normative family paradigms, and widen the notion of 
motherhood  to  include  tasks  that  do  not  necessarily  hinge  on  child-rearing.  Not  only do  they 
interrupt the established predominance of the filial speaking position, but each novel provides an 
original interpretation of the intricacies of the mother-daughter bond and suggests new modes of 
relational practices between women. 
Another aspect that attracted my attention is that in these novels the roles of mother and daughter 
appear as interconnected as two sides of the same coin. Neither is completely able to overshadow 
the other, so that they create an unprecedented equilibrium. The mother-daughter relationships they 
portray  reflect  and  magnify  the  intricacy  of  the  maternal  bond,  which,  according  to  Adriana 
Cavarero (2007) is  twofold by definition,  insofar  as  “ognuna di noi,  visto  che  esiste,  ha  avuto 
sicuramente una madre, e ognuna di noi, prima di essere probabilmente a sua volta madre, è stata 
figlia di quella madre” (46). 
Through  the  protagonists  of  L'Arte  della  Gioia,  Oltre  Babilonia,  Lo  Spazio  Bianco e 
Accabadora, I explore the extent to which motherhood affects women's identities and the extent to 
which a woman's identity is shaped by her previous relationship to a mother. To begin with, the four 
novels redesign the notion of the maternal role. Far from having their identity as women entirely 
defined  by  their  maternal  role,  in  these  narratives  women  are  simultaneously  mothers  and 
something else: professionals, intellectuals, socially and publicly recognised figures.  L'Arte della 
Gioia,  Oltre  Babilonia,  Lo Spazio  Bianco and  Accabadora represent  motherhood  mainly as  a 
relational practice, and not as a social duty, or a biological destiny. Motherhood is, therefore, not 
necessarily a physical experience and it can be a temporary role. In fact, in these novels some 
women become mother  and  daughter  because  of  a  mutual  choice,  and  after  a  while  they part 
company.  Despite  the  profound  differences  in  the  social  and  generational  backgrounds  of  the 
authors, the four novels interpret  motherhood as one of the numerous possible experiences in a 
woman's  life. To be a mother  is one of  the  layers of  a complex female identity,  indeed a very 
important one in the hierarchy, but no longer, and not simply, 'the' one. 
Not  only  do  these  mother-daughter  dyads  challenge  a  patriarchal  idea  of  femininity  and 
motherhood, but their representations of gendered identities also reflect a disruption of previous 
genealogies: they break the mould of 'institutionalised motherhood' as the primary role, and offer 
alternative role models to younger women. An alternative idea of genealogy emerges, which departs 
from the traditional notion of family and kinship and is based on conscious choices rather than 
bloodlines. 
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Finally, by rejecting the patriarchal tenet of maternal subordination, the mothers depicted in these 
novels are powerful, or gain power, during the narrated events. This is the most original feature of 
the four novels, and is underlined by the fact that the mother's voice also emerges along with the 
daughter's. In fact, this parallel subjectivity of mother and daughter is very unusual in narratives. 
From a daughterly viewpoint, these novels present women who are aware that mothers can be 
vessels of patriarchal values and, therefore, interrogate themselves on how to find different maternal 
models  and  ties.  By  framing  their  investigations  in  multiple,  and  sometimes  unconventional, 
mother-daughter  plots,  Sapienza,  Scego,  Parrella  and  Murgia  explore  how  women  can  build 
alternative modes of relationship with other women in order to “establish the ties which a woman 
really  needs,  between  body and  words,  between  herself  and  her  peers”  (Muraro  1991a:  125). 
Through  these  narratives,  I  investigate  how relationships  between women  work  when they are 
disentangled from patriarchal constraints,  and how they can help women to freely express their 
desires and ambitions. 
By recasting the mother-daughter relationship through its fictional rendition, these novels also 
challenge the cultural context in which the mother-daughter plot is inscribed.  The re-discovery of 
the mother-daughter bond and its re-evaluation poses the question whether, and to what extent, the 
four novels suggest a new scenario in terms of symbolic frame of reference. These narratives reveal 
an underpinning logic that differs from a patriarchal symbolic through recurrent slippage between a 
patriarchal and a non-patriarchal frame of reference. 
This last observation calls into question a meta-textual issue, in relation to the narrative strategies 
these writers adopt in order to deal with a symbolic order which is not the dominant one. In fact, the 
effort  to  express,  describe  and  refer  to  this  alternative  frame  of  reference  not  only influences 
language and narrative structures, but also leads the writers to push and cross several boundaries. 
From the beginning of the twentieth century Italian women writers, including Sibilla Aleramo to 
name just one, realised that the language at their disposal was shaped by a dominant male culture. 
Their response was either the attempt to create an  écriture féminine,  or to adhere to an implicit 
acceptance of the maleness of language, the most evident effect of which was the silence imposed 
on women, and especially on mothers' voices, for such a long time. In fact, as Audre Lorde (1984) 
famously argued, it  is not possible to dismantle the master's  house by using his own tools. The 
metaphor refers to the fact that women writers speak from within a male-centred culture and in a 
language that articulates woman as Other. For these reasons, they have to re-invent the language if 
they are to express their own voice appropriately. In order to overcome these difficulties, Sapienza, 
Scego, Parrella and Murgia each develop different tools and try to overcome the silence imposed on 
maternal subjectivity by describing it, by making it speak, by breaking it, by endowing the mother 
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with her own voice, or by fragmenting the self in to a multiplicity of speaking positions. Their 
protagonists use different kinds of alternative forms of expression, such as bodies, dreams, and non 
verbal means of communications. As I demonstrate through a close reading of the novels, a variety 
of narrative  strategies is deployed to express elements of a thought  that does not belong to the 
dominant symbolic order and that has the potential to point in the direction of a new female-centred 
mode of symbolisation. 
Other literary critics have explored the difficulties experienced by women writers who engaged 
with daughters' narratives (Sambuco, 2012; Benedetti,  2007; Scacchi, 2005; Giorgio, 2002; and 
others). Here I focus on how these difficulties affect the expression of maternal subjectivity. As 
Muraro duly observes, patriarchal societies represent and love a silenced mother, “amano una madre 
muta” (1991: 13), and this attitude is mirrored in women's writings.  The aim of this thesis is to 
demonstrate  that  some  recent  women  writers  have  challenged  this  passive  idealisation  of  the 
maternal figure. In the following chapters I analyse how literary texts have begun to challenge the 
wide-spread representation of the mother as a silent object. 
The first chapter reconstructs the theoretical and historical background of my research. To begin, 
I map out the theory that supports my analysis and enables me to demonstrate how the selected texts 
challenge  and  reinvent  existing  or  conventional  ways  of  representing  the  mother-daughter 
relationship. I pay particular attention to the elaborations of Italian theorists on the “pensiero della 
differenza sessuale” and to the work of Luce Irigaray, in as far as there are striking correspondences 
that appear between feminist  theoretical debates and the issues emerging from the novels under 
investigation. Following this theoretical discussion, I provide an overview of how  Italian women 
writers have represented motherhood in relation to the mother-daughter relationship during the last 
century.  My purpose is to  acknowledge a  tradition and to appraise  how innovative the selected 
novels are within that tradition. 
Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5 each engage with a textual analysis of the selected novels. I dedicate one 
chapter  to  each  novel.  In  Chapter  2,  I  analyse  Sapienza's  L'Arte  della  Gioia, a  novel  that 
deconstructs  the mother-daughter  biological  bond  and  suggests  that  unprecedented  kinds  of 
relationships between women can be forged. Sapienza wrote her novel during the late 1960s and 
1970s, so that this text does not belong to the same generation as the others discussed in this thesis. 
In  spite  of  the  chronological  gap  separating  this  novel  from  the  others,  I  chose  to  begin  my 
discussion with  L'Arte della Gioia because it  radically challenges the notions of the mother and 
motherhood,  and  expands  the  idea  of  what  is  traditionally  understood  as  a  mother-daughter 
relationship. 
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To begin with, motherhood is depicted in L'Arte della Gioia as an elective bond, not necessarily 
based on bloodlines. To be a mother can be a voluntary and dynamic condition, subject to change, 
and not permanently assigned. Furthrmore, mothers are endowed with maternal authority and are 
able to provide empowering models to their daughters, suggesting a female solidarity that, to some 
extent, anticipates the feminist re-evaluation of the maternal and of the mother-daughter bond. In 
this ground-breaking novel, relationships between women are validated by an unprecedented female 
authority, prefiguring and even suggesting a mode of symbolisation that provides an alternative to 
the  male-dominated  system.  Female  subjectivity  finds  its  expression  through  the  voice  of  the 
protagonist, who interprets it in a way that interweaves both maternal and filial subjectivity, while 
challenging the notion of gendered and socially determined roles.
Sapienza's revolutionary interpretation of the maternal function paves the way to the novels by 
Scego, Parrella and Murgia, which I analyse in Chapters 3, 4 and 5 respectively. Their novels, as 
well,  hinge  on mother-daughter  dyads that depart  from the pattern explored by women writers 
during the 1980s and 1990s and, by following Sapienza's cue, gradually move from a patriarchal 
context toward a different socio-symbolic frame of reference.
If Sapienza unfastens the biological bond, in  Oltre Babilonia  Scego reties it by staging at the 
centre of her narration two mothers and their biological daughters, as I show in Chapter 3.  Oltre  
Babilonia combines the conflicts implicit  in the mother-daughter relationship with the pain and 
displacement generated by migration and exile, and presents the reader with two mother-daughter 
dyads  engaged  in  a  dialogue  over  their  multiple  differences  (racial,  cultural,  social,  linguistic, 
generational  and  psychological).  In  both  mother-daughter  pairs  the  maternal  bond  is  initially 
presented as problematic and painful. Through the experience of narration, both bonds are reforged 
on a new basis. 
In this novel the two mothers both speak in the first person, both address their adult daughter. 
Overturning  the  generally  passive  role  of  mothers  in  narratives,  Scego's  novel  provides  both 
mothers and daughters with their own voices in which to articulate and resolve their conflicts, and 
tries  to  formulate  some  answers  to  the  daughter's  quest  for  maternal  love  and  recognition.  In 
addition, these two mother-daughter dyads  gradually develop into a chain of women that crosses 
several  chronological,  cultural,  geographical  and  ethnic  boundaries,  insofar  as  the  narrations 
reconstruct  the  daughters'  female  genealogies.  In  this  network  of  female  solidarity,  the  mother 
maintains a pivotal role and gains an unprecedented subjectivity.   
While  Scego's  female  genealogies  expand  both  vertically  and  horizontally  through  the 
combination of biological motherhood and other types of relationship between women,  Parrella's 
text positions itself at the opposite end of the spectrum. In  Lo  Spazio Bianco maternal and filial 
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points of view are embodied by the same character/woman, who is depicted in transition from one 
role to the other. Mother-daughter bonds are deconstructed and reshaped through the experience of a 
woman who locates herself entirely outside patriarchal constraints. In this de-patriarchalised context 
mother and daughter are more than the two sides of the same coin. Mother and daughter coincide 
here  in  one  character,  who  is  at  the  centre  of  the  narration.  Even  though  in  the  novel  three 
generations of women appear, there is only one who gains voice and subjectivity simultaneously as 
mother and as daughter. 
The novel I analyse in Chapter 5, Accabadora, hinges on a mother-daughter dyad formed by an 
older woman and a girl who are not biologically related. Far from proposing a simplified opposition 
of bad mother versus good mother, Accabadora suggests a multifaceted notion of parenthood, seen 
as a temporary condition. While in Lo Spazio Bianco the mother-daughter dyad is embodied by one 
single character, Accabadora clearly demonstrates that maternal discourse can be plural. 
In  this chapter, I  discuss how maternal  and filial  subjectivities find their balance when they 
belong to two distinct characters and what happens to the mother-daughter bond when motherhood 
is no longer perceived as a whole, but is fragmented into separate functions. While Parrella's choice 
recomposes the unity of the mother-daughter dyad in a way that emphasises the solitude of the 
protagonist, in Murgia's novel the mother-daughter dyad is split into two distinct roles that do not 
overlap.  The maternal role is also disengaged from the child-rearing function, so that the mother 
becomes the last mother, that is, a mother who kills, and who is killed at the hand of the daughter.
Accabadora recalls  and reinterprets  two crucial  aspects of Sapienza's  novel: the centrality of 
temporary parenthood,  and  matricide  as  part  of  the  mother-daughter  relationship.  Through  the 
combination of a wide variety of mother-daughter relationships, the four novels suggest a different 
way of  renegotiating the  maternal  bond.  To gain  a  comprehensive  understanding of  the  whole 
picture  of  the  mother-daughter  plot,  it  is  necessary to  begin  by  examining  the  most  common 
representation of mothers, mother-child dyads and motherhood in the Italian cultural  landscape. 
This is the focus of the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 1. 
Recasting the Mother-Daughter Relationship: Mothers and 
Daughters in the Twentieth Century Cultural Landscape.
“We must not once more kill the mother
 who was sacrificed to the origins of our culture.”
(Luce Irigaray, 1991: 43)
“Certainly there she was, [my mother]
 in the very centre of that great Cathedral space
 which was childhood; there she was from the very first.”
(Virginia Woolf, 1985: 81)
1. Beyond maternal idealisation: not only Mothers and Sons  
In the Italian cultural landscape mothers are - or have been - traditionally considered as mothers 
of sons. As Italian philosophers have highlighted,  the mother-son bias is evident in the field of 
philosophy, in that “la società patriarcale, nella quale la filosofia si è sviluppata, cura l'amore tra la 
madre e il figlio come il suo bene più prezioso (Muraro, 1991: 13). In this context, the mother-
daughter  relationship  is  marginalised,  or  excluded.  In  psychoanalytical  theory,  too,  a  similar 
imbalance  can  be  detected.  In  Freudian  theory the  Oedipal  paradigm idealises  the  mother-son 
relationship to the detriment of the daughter, who soon develops hostility towards the mother. The 
son's  love  for  his  mother,  instead,  lasts  all  through  life  (Irigaray,  1987).  Analysing  Catholic 
iconography, Luisa Accati contends that in the representation of motherhood women are passive 
elements, in relation to the son. Motherhood is a gift from God or, in her words, “is essentially seen 
as teotokos: the focus is on the son's birth” (2006: 188). 
Scholars from a  wide  variety of  disciplines have  interrogated the hegemonic position of  the 
mother-son  dyad  in  Italian  culture  and  society.  In  her  historical  survey  on  the  role  and 
representation of Italian mothers, Marina D'Amelia (2005) argues that after Unification mothers are 
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epitomised as mothers of adult sons, with whom they develop an exclusive and special bond that 
marginalises other family ties. To bring a male child into the world is supposed to be a woman's 
highest accomplishment (Muraro, 1991: 150). In this context, when daughters are mentioned, they 
are  subordinated  to  the  ambitions  and  glorification  of  the  sons.  In  both European  and  Anglo-
American  contexts,  several  thinkers,  such  as  Cavarero  (2007),  Rich1 (1976),  Hirsch2 (1989), 
Irigaray3 (1987)  have  shown  how  the  mother-daughter  relationship  has  been  systematically 
excluded  from  Western  culture.  Their  revision  of  the  archetypal  mother-daughter  dyad,  as 
represented in the Greek myth of Demeter and Persephone, demonstrates how this mythological 
pair is the first and only literary representation of the mother-daughter dyad within the horizon of 
Western culture. As Cavarero (2007) argues, patriarchal societies soon obliterated Demeter and her 
daughter, replacing them with the mother-son relationship: 
La relazione madre-figlia che si ritrova nel mito, è rarissima nella storia della cultura. 
Nella storia della cultura d'occidente, poi, come sapete bene, viene sostituita da una 
relazione celeberrima e con una potenza simbolica immane, che è la relazione madre-
figlio nella figura di Maria e Gesù (47).
In the same period, Italian literature reflects a similar bias and goes even further. During the 
twentieth century, not only do narratives represent mothers in a privileged relationship with their 
sons, most of them also strengthen the maternal position of dependence and passivity. As Laura 
Benedetti  maintains,  “the  representations  of  motherhood  found  in  Italian  literature  are,  almost 
invariably, images of the mother seen through the eyes of her son” (4). 
Luisa Muraro suggests an explanation for the fact that, in Western culture, the daughter's love for 
her mother has been forgotten, belittled or condemned to silence. As she contends,
La nostra civiltà non è fatta perché una donna impari questo amore [per la madre]: non 
c'è arte, né religione, né filosofia dell'amore femminile della madre. Questa vuol essere 
una civiltà dell'amore assolutamente maschile per la madre, a tal punto che più volte ci 
capita di notare la preferenza materna per il figlio maschio, e ne siamo ferite, com'è 
1 “The loss of the the daughter to the mother, the mother to the daughter, is the essential female tragedy […]; but there 
is no presently enduring recognition of mother daughter passion and rapture. There was such a recognition, but we 
have lost it. It was expressed in the religious mystery of Eleusis, which constituted the spiritual foundation of  Greek 
life for two thousand years. Based on the mother-daughter myth of Demeter and Kore, this rite was the most 
forbidden and secret of classical civilisation” (Rich: 237-8). 
2 Her essay The Mother-Daughter plot “takes as its point of departure the intersection of familial structures and 
structures of plotting, attempting to place at the centre of inquiry mothers and daughters, the female figures 
neglected by psychoanalytic theories and submerged in traditional plot structures” (3).
3 I refer in particular to two essays: “Body against Body: in Relation to the Mother” and “Divine Women”.
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naturale, e non vediamo che la causa della preferenza non è un'ingiustizia materna, ma 
una caratteristica della nostra cultura (1992: 12, emphasis mine).
In  this  “civiltà  dell'amore  assolutamente  maschile  per  la  madre”  the  daughter's  position  is 
unmistakably awkward  and  uncomfortable.  None  of  the  mentioned  fields  of  knowledge  (“arte, 
religione, filosofia”) focuses on the “amore femminile della madre”.
Given the emphasis placed on the mother-son bond in the Italian context, the emergence of the 
mother-daughter  relationship  in  the  cultural  arena  represents  a  ground-breaking  novelty.  As 
Adalgisa  Giorgio  (2002)  observes,  marginality  and  weakness  have  characterised  the  mother-
daughter relationship for a long time (and not only in Italy), so that “at the level of symbolic and 
imaginary structures” this bond is “an un-thought in contemporary Western cultures” (119 emphasis 
mine). Referring to the Italian social context, Muraro (1991) uses the same words: 
Con il femminismo abbiamo scoperto che, nella nostra civiltà, la condizione umana era 
declinata unicamente al maschile e tutta disposta intorno al rapporto madre-figlio [...] 
C'è dunque un impensato della condizione umana, racchiuso nella relazione madre-figlia 
(150 emphasis mine). 
Muraro's  observation explains why the  mother-daughter  relationship has been either  entirely 
neglected by authors of both sexes, or represented as highly problematic. 
The texts produced during the first  half of the twentieth century reflect a social  structure, in 
which women's subjection and repression is enforced by law. Mothers depicted in these narratives 
are perceived through the lens of a patriarchal culture. These patriarchal mothers are represented as 
passive and silent victims of a male-centred order to which they sacrifice themselves, sometimes 
voluntarily, sometimes unwittingly. More often than not, the mother is an upholder of patriarchy 
and, therefore, an opponent to the daughter's quest for freedom, happiness and self-fulfilment. 
A decisive shift occurred during the 1970s, when theoretical studies and literary texts devoted an 
unprecedented attention to  motherhood and to mothers. As a consequence, the  mother-daughter 
relationship, too, underwent a radical revision. This happened simultaneously in Anglo-American 
and European contexts.  In  Italy,  the radical  turning point occurred during the  1980s,  when the 
mother and her relationship with the daughter became crucial in both theoretical discourses and 
literary production. In the wake of the second wave of feminism, both women philosophers and 
writers devoted a huge body of work to investigate the primary relationship between women. From 
this moment on, the mother-daughter theme became increasingly recurrent, to the extent that it can 
now be considered as a well-established literary topos, at least in female-authored narratives. 
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From the 1970s onwards, theorists developed a new discourse on the mother and the maternal 
role  in  order  to  re-evaluate  the  female  experience  and the  expression of  a  female  subjectivity. 
Considered as 'the Other' and excluded from language and culture (De Beauvoir, Rich, Kristeva, 
Irigaray) woman was denied subjectivity and referred to as an object. The conquest of a speaking 
position as a woman became a starting point in many feminist theories and works (Cixous, Wittig, 
Rich and others). 
The  search  for  a  female  subjectivity  in  theoretical  discourse  was  paralleled  in  literature  by 
narratives that attempted to give voice to the mother-daughter story and bring it out of silence. 
However, in spite of the interest elicited by the mother-daughter dyad in literature as well as in 
theoretical studies, a bias still persisted in the representation of this relationship. The voice that 
breaks the silence during the last three decades is almost exclusively the voice of the daughter. The 
mother-daughter  plot, therefore, has remained incomplete so far, as the  second epigraph to this 
chapter exemplifies. 
Virginia  Woolf's  autobiographical  remark  epitomises  how women writers  tend  to  talk  about 
mothers, but are reluctant to speak as mothers themselves. The mother is silent, “located at the 
centre of the cathedral”, majestic, static, maybe adored, and as passive as an idol. The absence of 
maternal subjectivity in narratives is not specific to Italian culture and has attracted the attention of 
scholars who have interrogated the “daughter-centricity”  of narratives and theories produced by 
women (Daly and Reddy, 1991: 2). 
In the Italian context, however, the reluctance to give voice to the mother is particularly evident. 
As Benedetti (2007) maintains, “women writers who have reflected on motherhood have done so 
almost exclusively as daughters” (5). Patrizia Sambuco (2012) has recently demonstrated how in the 
last few decades Italian women writers have often chosen to give subjectivity to the daughter's point 
of view in an attempt to develop a female discourse outside the patriarchal symbolic. As Sambuco 
remarks, although in the “socio-historical picture the figure of the daughter appears neglected, […] 
she  emerges  in  literature  as  the  centre  of  the  narration”  (2012:  6),  as  exemplified  by  the 
predominance  of  daughters'  narratives.  The  texts  Sambuco  analyses,  therefore,  equate  female 
subjectivity with daughterly subjectivity, while the maternal is largely unexpressed.
Prior to the novels analysed by Sambuco (mostly published during the 1980s and 1990s), in 
Italian women writers's narratives the daughter's perspective tended to overshadow the mother's. 
The pioneer of change was Sibilla Aleramo in her autobiographical novel Una Donna (1906). In her 
heartfelt  account,  Aleramo  denounced  the  damaging  maternal  role  handed  down  to  her  and 
expressed her wish for a different relationship with her mother. In spite of her desire to make an 
alliance with her mother in a male-dominated culture, and in an attempt not to fight against her, 
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when  dealing  with  the  mother-daughter  relationship  Aleramo  can  only  assume  a  daughterly 
perspective.  She herself can speak as a mother only in  relation to her  son. When her narrative 
engages with the mother-daughter relationship, maternal subjectivity is absent. 
After Aleramo, women writers dealt with the mother-daughter plot by representing dysfunctional 
dynamics,  with  mothers  “cast  as  absent,  incompetent,  distant”  and  “daughters  that  tend  to  be 
modeled  on  the  subdued  type  or  the  rebel  type”  (Splendore,  186).  These  features  especially 
characterise the narratives published during the 1980s and 1990s, in which the prevailing pattern is 
that of a daughter evoking her mother's memory after her death.  These novels focus on daughters 
who  are  fraught  with  an  unrequited  desire  to  converse  with  their  mothers,  a  desire  which  is 
frustrated due to the confronting maternal indifference or due to the mother's death.
The distant, half-idealised, half-denigrated mother portrayed in these works has no subjectivity, a 
characteristic found in most of the Italian literature of the last century. An isolated exception is Alba 
de Cèspedes' novel Quaderno Proibito (1952), which gives voice and subjectivity to a woman who 
is  the  mother  of  an adult  daughter.  However,  the  mother's  self-annihilating attitude  makes  her 
unable to talk to her daughter. It also prevents any identification on the part of the daughter, who 
bitterly blames her mother for not supporting her  in her struggle against  the limits imposed on 
women's  freedom.4 To her  great  astonishment  Benedetti  admits that  “considering the  emphasis 
placed on motherhood in the Italian cultural landscape, it was surprising to discover the limited 
space literature has devoted to mothers as subjects” (4).
The  difficulty  of  speaking  as  mothers  associates  writers  with  theorists.  In  her  historical 
reconstruction of the 1968 uprisings, Anna Bravo warns that
chi rimprovera alle femministe anni 70 (e post) di essersi sempre viste nel ruolo di 
figlie, dimentica che sono state le prime a affrontare come fatto politico il bisogno 
femminile di amore materno e il dolore di non trovarlo” (2008: 148). 
As  Sambuco  suggests,  Bravo's  statement  about  feminists  also  works  well  in  describing  the 
situation of daughters in fiction. Furthermore, it certainly mirrors a feeling experienced by several 
women writers. 
2. Theoretical Paradigms  
The  “re-discovery”  of  the  mother-daughter  relationship  characterises the  last  decades  of  the 
twentieth century in both the Anglo-American and the European context. Earlier, very few, albeit 
4 Another text staging a mother speaking as a subject is Fabrizia Ramondino's play Terremoto con Madre e Figlia, 
(1994) which I do not consider here because it is not a novel.
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important,  female  voices raised the  issue  of  the troubled mother-daughter  relationship.  Virginia 
Woolf elaborates an idea of the maternal in which the mother, not necessarily a biological mother, 
can be an ally and a figure of positive identification for a woman. This is apparent in both her 
autobiographical and fictional writings, and is visible in Moments of Being (1976) as well as in To 
the Lighthouse (1927).
Locating herself at the opposite end of the spectrum, Simone De Beauvoir (1949) focuses on the 
difficulty arising from the relationship between mother and daughter, which is much more dramatic 
than that between mother and son: 
In her daughter the mother does not hail a member of a superior caste; in her she seeks a 
double. She projects upon her daughter all the ambiguity of her relation with herself; 
and when the otherness of this alter ego manifests itself, the mother feels herself 
betrayed (496). 
Although from different perspectives, both Woolf and de Beauvoir pave the way for the later 
feminist scholars' investigation of the mother-daughter relationship and its influence on women's 
identity. Their investigations, however, remained isolated examples until the 1970s, when scholarly 
studies started devoting an unprecedented attention to the maternal figure. 
In the  early 1970s,  feminists  and women intellectuals investigating the  connections between 
female  identity and motherhood tended to assume exclusively a  daughterly point  of  view.  This 
attitude, already evident in Simone de Beauvour's account of her childhood, especially in the bitter 
portrait of her young, frustrated, ill-tempered mother (Memoirs of a Dutiful Daughter, 1958), also 
characterises the work of other writers and theorists. In the Anglo-American context, for instance, 
Germaine Greer assumes a similar attitude in her best known text, The Female Eunuch (1970). The 
rejection of the mother characterises the texts of authors such as Nancy Friday (My Mother/Myself: 
A Daughter's  Search for Identity,  1977),  or  theorists  such as Shulamith Firestone  (1970),  who, 
devaluing the gendered female body, claimed, in the name of women's liberation, that women be 
released from the burden of procreation. In general, the disavowal of the institution of motherhood 
as  experienced  by their  mothers  led  these  theorists  and  writers   to  look  at  motherhood  with 
suspicion. As Ann Dally observes in 1983, a full reconciliation between feminism and motherhood 
has not occurred yet (168-9). In  that same year,  Elaine Tuttle Hansen argues that there are  two 
evident limits of feminist thought during these decades
Contemporary Western feminist thought has been charged with being not only a white 
middle-class movement, but also a white middle class daughter's movement (21).
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Yet, from the late 1970s onwards the initial hostility toward the mother begins to be mitigated 
through a re-evaluation of the maternal body and functions, which leads to a re-appraisal of the 
mother's relationship with the daughter. Gradually, theorists began to cast a different light on  the 
complexities of the primary relationship between women. In other words, they realised  “how a 
feminist  philosophy  has  to  deal  primarily  with  the  mother-daughter  relationship  as  a  way  to 
understand the formation of a female identity with respect to her mother figure” (Lucamante: 31-2).
This  shift  in  perspective  occurred simultaneously in  different  contexts.  In  Italy,  Carla  Lonzi 
(1974) was the first thinker who highlighted the distinction between the patriarchal institution of 
motherhood and women's power to procreate. She contends that “non è il  figlio che ci ha fatto 
schiave, ma il padre” (40). Lonzi also identified the responsibility of psychoanalysis in reinforcing 
women's  exclusion from power and subjectivity:  “Dietro il  complesso di  Edipo non c'è  il  tabù 
dell'incesto, ma lo sfruttamento di questo tabù da parte del padre a sua salvaguardia” (42). In the 
following decades, feminist scholars investigated more broadly the role of classical psychoanalysis 
in relation to female identity and to gender's construction.
A few years later, a group of Anglo-American theorists such as Adrienne Rich, Nancy Chodorow, 
Sara  Ruddick,  Carol  Gilligan,  Marianne  Hirsch and  others  shifted  the  emphasis  of  their 
investigation to the link between motherhood and the mother-daughter bond. In her very influential 
text Of Woman Born (1976), Rich laid the foundation stone of this unprecedented approach towards 
the  maternal  and  the  mother-daughter  relationship.  On  the  one  hand,  Rich  untangles  the  two 
meanings of the term motherhood, “one superimposed on the other: the potential relationship of any 
woman to her powers of reproduction and to children; and the institution, which aims at ensuring 
that that potential  - and all women - shall remain under male control” (13). On the other hand, her 
text advocates for the daughter's need to rediscover her relationship with the maternal as a point of 
departure for women who want to be free and strong.
According to Rich, the ambivalence towards the maternal figure  stems from the double role 
played by the mother in the transmission of patriarchal values to the daughter. On the one hand, the 
mother teaches the daughter the expectations of her own sex through her words and even more 
through her own example, as long as “the mother's self-hatred and low expectations are the binding-
rags for the psyche of the daughter” (243). On the other hand, the mother has the power to interrupt 
this  transmission  and  provide  the  daughter  with  a  different  set  of  values,  which  include  an 
unprecedented  solidarity  between  women,  especially  mothers  and  daughters.  Rich  encourages 
women to take up the second option. 
In addition, Rich points out the difficulty for women to speak about their own mother: 
13
It is hard to write about my own mother. Whatever I do write, it is my story I am telling, 
my version of the past. If she were to tell her own story, other landscapes would be 
revealed. But in my landscape or hers, there would be old, smouldering patches of deep-
burning anger (221).
While wholeheartedly re-appraising the mother-daughter bond in her theory, Rich is fully aware 
of the complexities that characterise the maternal relationship in real life, to which she refers as the 
“old, smouldering patches of deep-burning anger”.
 Two years later, Nancy Chodorow interrogated the link between motherhood and the mother-
daughter bond from a psychoanalytical perspective. In her essay The Reproduction of Mothering:  
Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender (1978) Chodorow develops the notion that mothering 
is a reproduction of oneself as daughter and woman. Analysing the literary representations of the 
maternal bond in her  The Mother/Daughter Plot (1989), Marianne Hirsch demonstrated that the 
mother-daughter tie is essential not only to the identity construction of both women, but also to the 
daughter's attitude towards her own potential as a mother. Her analysis of selected women's writings 
shows how “the greatest tragedy that can occur between mother and daughter is when they cease 
being  able  to  speak  and  to  listen  to  one  another”  (199).  By  examining  the  awkwardness 
characterising the dialogue between mothers and adult daughters, Hirsch highlights how 
the sympathy we could muster for ourselves and each other as mothers, we could not 
quite transfer to our own mothers. Although as mothers we were eager to tell our stories, 
as daughters we could not fully listen to our mothers' stories (26).
 These observations echoes Rich's statement on the difficulty for a woman to speak about her 
mother and lead Hirsch to addres women writers' reluctance to endow the mother with subjectivity. 
Hirsch's  remarks  are  not  isolated  and  find  immediate  echo  in  the  work  of  other  scholars. 
Introducing a collection of essays on Anglo-American narrations of motherhood, Brenda Daly and 
Maureen T. Reddy observe how 
even in women's accounts of motherhood, maternal perspectives are strangely absent. 
We most often hear daughters' voices in both literary and theoretical texts about 
mothers, mothering, and motherhood, even in those written by feminists who are 
mothers (1991: 1).
Combining literary criticism, psychoanalysis and philosophy, the theorists I mention here open a 
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new thread of investigation of the mother-daughter bond. Significantly, Hirsch concludes her work 
with a question that calls for further development: “But what if [mother and daughter] inhabit the 
same body,  what  if  they are  the  same  person,  speaking with two voices?”  (199).  Heralded  by 
Hirsch's influential text, feminist thinkers gradually abandoned the privileged daughterly position 
and investigated the mother-daughter bond trying to combine both the mother and the daughter's 
standpoint. 
While  drawing  from  psychoanalysis,  my  investigation  departs  from  the  traditional 
psychoanalytic  view  that  subjectivity  formation  demands  a  paternal  third  term (Freud,  Lacan, 
Kristeva and others). I privilege, instead, a psychoanalytical approach that is based on an alternative 
conception  of  subject  formation and that  adopts  a  feminist  perspective.  In  traditional  Freudian 
theory,  the  Oedipal  triangle  involves  father,  mother  and  son.  Psychoanalytical  feminism  has 
introduced the female child, along with the male, but has not challenged the objectification of the 
mother and her exclusion from desire. In addition, most feminist psychoanalytical accounts have 
been criticised because they rely excessively on the androcentric parameters established by male 
theorists. However, a few theorists, whom I consider in my analysis, manage to move beyond this 
limit. As Elizabeth Wright argues (1992: 263), the feminist psychoanalytical accounts fall into three 
main categories: Jungian accounts, revisionary Lacanian accounts and Freudian and neo-Freudian 
accounts. In my approach I draw useful insights from theorists of the second group (Irigaray) and 
third group (Benjamin). 
My reading of  the Oedipal paradigm is carried out  through the lens of  Irigaray's  critique  of 
Freudian theory and of its misinterpretation of the little girl's sexuality (1985). From the work of 
Irigaray I also draw the critique of Lacanian psychoanalysis, in that it dictates the erasure of the 
mother (and of women) from the  symbolic order, also known as The-Law-of-the-Father. Through 
the exclusion of the mother from language, Lacanian theory reinforces the imbalance between the 
maternal and the paternal figures in the formation of a subject identity.5 
In  her  attempt  to  overcome  the  passivity and the  devaluation  of  the  mother  in  the  Oedipal 
structure,  Jessica  Benjamin  emphasises  the  disparity  between  genders  in  Freudian  theory  and 
suggests the theory of an inter-subjective space of mutual recognition. Her critique of the Freudian 
paradigm offers some useful tools for my analysis of the mother-daughter bond.  In  The Bond of 
Love (1988) Benjamin investigates how the mother-child relationship is modelled on dynamics of 
domination and submission. The point of departure for Benjamin is Simone de Beauvoir's insight 
that  the “woman functions as man's  primary other”  (8).  While  Woolf  (1979 and 1993) and de 
Beauvoir  explored  the  reason  of  women's  subjugation  from  a  socio-economic  perspective, 
5 Jacques Lacan, Écrits: A Selection, Translated by Alan Sheridan, London: Routledge/Tavistock, 1977.
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Benjamin focuses on women's participation in their own submission from a psychoanalytical point 
of view. Benjamin postulates that the structure of domination that characterises the bond between 
mother  and infant  is  recognisable  in  relationships  other  than  the  mother-child dyad.  The  same 
structure of domination is at work behind the dynamics between genders, as long as “masculinity 
and femininity become associated with the postures of master and slaves” (8). The innovative aspect 
of her theory is that the postures of domination and submission can be turned into a relationship 
between equals when and whether mutual recognition occurs (12). Benjamin also argues (1995) that 
the devaluation of the mother's role and her consequential exclusion from a subject position are 
deeply  rooted  in  the  Oedipal  paradigm.  Her  theory  of  an  inter-subjective  space  of  mutual 
recognition is her endeavour to create an alternative to the Oedipal structure and to overcome the 
passivity imposed on the maternal role within the Freudian structure.
In my use of psychoanalysis, I am also indebted to Alison Stone's hypothesis on how “we might 
become speaking subjects in relations of difference from and continuity with our mothers and the 
maternal body” (119). In this perspective, Stone's assumptions align themselves with Benjamin's 
notion of an inter-subjective space that works as a third term. Conversely, I mention Freud, Lacan 
and Kristeva only insofar as their insights explain the concept of the symbolical order of the father 
and the female (and maternal) exclusion from it. 
Although Benjamin's  analysis  is not focused on the mother-daughter bond, her insights open 
many threads of investigation for me, because they suggest that the exclusion of women from the 
symbolical dimension is not irreversible. In Benjamin's theory individuals can interrupt or reverse 
the structures of domination, especially when these structures are based on gender. By rejecting the 
idea  that  the  structure  of  domination  based  on  gender  is  a  given,  Benjamin's  theory shows a 
correspondence with Judith Butler's notion of gender as something we perform. 
According to Butler, being at the same time “a matter of choice and a cultural  construction” 
(2004a: 23) gender is not a given, but something we become. The philosopher rejects the distinction 
between  sex  and  gender  as  anachronistic,  and  collapses  the  two  categories  into  one  another. 
Borrowing her words, “if gender is a way of existing one's body, and one's body is a situation, a 
field of cultural possibilities, […] then both gender and sex seem to be thoroughly cultural affairs” 
(2004a:  29).  Following  de  Beauvoir's  assumption  (1949)  that  having  a  female  body  is  very 
significant but still  not enough to define a woman as such (63-4), Butler contends that “gender 
seems less a function of anatomy than one of its possible uses” (29). In fact, Butler defines sex as a 
“cultural norm which governs the materialisation of bodies” (1993:2-3).  Body,  namely a female 
body, is not a static given, but “a mode of desire” (25), whereas desire constitutes a fundamental 
element of subjectivity. 
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In spite of its being hinged on sexual desires and the conflicts they generate, Butler's  theory 
works well when applied to the investigation of the mother-daughter relationship because it helps to 
frame the discourse on the development of maternal subjectivity. In fact, as in Butler's queer theory, 
the female characters portrayed by Sapienza, Scego, Parrella and Murgia, too, depart from social 
norms in terms of relational and sometimes sexual behaviour. In the pursuit of their desires, they 
tackle  many of  the  issues  theorised  by  Butler.  For  instance,  many  of  them  have  to  face  the 
difficulties arising from the lack of recognition and aim at modifying hegemonic norms that prevent 
them  from  being  socially  recognised  (Butler,  2004).  Moreover,  by  developing  relationships 
according to their own desires rather than to socially accepted paradigms, they redesign the notion 
of family and kinship. 
On the one hand Butler hypothesises that a normative conception of gender can “undermin[e] the 
capacity to persevere in a liveable life” (2004: 1) for whoever does not conform with the norm. On 
the  other  hand,  she  suggests  that  subjects  who  do  not  fit  into  the  categories  of  hegemonic 
heterosexuality  and  its  patterns  of  kinship  can  challenge  the  current  paradigm  of  family 
intelligibility by re-articulating their own families in light of their desires. In other words, social and 
sexual norms may be destabilised through the adoption and reiteration of unconventional patterns of 
behaviour. In none of the four novels I examine does family correspond to the hegemonic notion of 
the nuclear family,  based on a heterosexual couple and their offspring. Likewise, kinship is not 
necessarily a consequence of bloodlines, but can be the result of a conscious choice through which 
women can form a bond of love and decide to become mothers and daughters, or sisters, in spite of 
their biological relationships. Moreover, kinship can be the outcome of (sexual) relationships that, 
to different  extents,  depart  from “normative,  dyadic heterosexually based family forms secured 
through the marriage vow” (Butler, 2004: 114). In this way, the protagonists of the selected novels 
defy established patterns and conventions and prefigure something entirely new in terms of social 
and family organisation.
Another example of kinship that  is not  based on bloodlines is represented by 'Othermothers' 
(Troester 1984). In African American communities, Othermothers are women who help biological 
mothers  and  share  with  them  the  responsibility  of  providing  nurture  and  care  for  children. 
Othermothers are very important figures within the institution of Black motherhood and constitute 
another challenging alternative to the hegemonic (and patriarchal) notion of family and kinship. As 
Patricia Collins explains,
In African-American communities, fluid and changing boundaries often distinguish 
biological mothers, or blood-mothers, from other women who care for children. 
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Biological mothers, or blood mothers, are expected to care for their children. But [these 
communities] have also recognised that, vesting one person with full responsibility for 
mothering a child may not be wise or possible. As a result, othermothers – women who 
assist blood-mothers by sharing mothering responsibilities – traditionally have been 
central to the institution of Black motherhood” (1990: 119).
As a variation of (and a challenge to) the dominant conception of family and kinship, the notion 
of “othermothers” helps me to explain some aspects of motherhood that depart from the nuclear 
heterosexual  family.  Even  though  Collins  and  Troester  refer  to  African-American  contexts,  I 
consider their insights valuable and applicable to the analysis of Oltre Babilonia, where being black 
is  a  relevant  component  of  the  identity  of  several  characters  and motherhood can be  a  shared 
responsibility.
However, in  the field of feminist  and gender studies,  Butler has provided such an  extensive 
analysis of alternative patterns of family and kinship that her work offers most of the analytical 
tools  I  use  in  dealing  with  this  issue.  Even  though  Butler  does  not  engage  directly  with  the 
quicksand of the maternal bond, her dismantling of the rules on which the notion of family and 
parenthood is built helps me to analyse that element of family represented by mother and daughter. 
By questioning the very notions of gender, sex, woman, femininity and the language we use to 
convey  these  concepts  and  meanings,  Butler  dialogues  with  feminist  theory,  into  which  she 
introduces new elements of criticism. While her work openly challenges and shakes some feminist 
assumptions, it also represents an unrelenting invitation to re-think the categories we use to define 
ourselves. By fostering an eclectic approach, Butler also warns us against the risks and limits of a 
dogmatic and exclusively feminist perspective.
In  the  European  context,  Luce  Irigaray  has  provided  the  most  valuable  contribution  to  the 
investigation  and  the  re-appraisal  of  the  mother-daughter  bond.  Combining psychoanalysis  and 
philosophy of  language  in  her  eclectic  approach,  the  Irigaray attempts  to  demonstrate  that  the 
mother-daughter relationship is the place where the revaluation of a woman as a subject can be 
achieved. Her work on female subjectivity moves in the opposite direction to that of de Beauvoir in 
relation to the question of the Other. According to her, 
the question of who the other is has not been well formulated in Western tradition, in 
which the other is always the other of a singular subject and not another subject, 
irreducible to the masculine subject and of equal dignity (2000: 123-4).
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Although acknowledging her debt to the French philosopher (2000: 122), Irigaray develops an 
original theory which hinges on the idea of a “two-subjects culture”, a female and a male subjects. 
As she explains, “the paradigm of this two is to be found in sexual difference” (129).
Before postulating the necessity “to free the feminine subject from the world of man” (130), 
Irigaray explains the consequences of women's exclusion from subjectivity. In “Women-Mothers: 
the silent substratum of the social order” (1991), she argues that the patriarchal order denies women 
access to the symbolic. This exclusion is perpetrated by confining them to the role of mothers and 
procreators. As she questions:
What is a mother? Someone who makes the stereotypical gestures she is told to make, 
who has no personal language and who has no identity. But how, as daughters, can we 
have personal relationship with or construct a personal identity in relation to someone 
who is no more than a function? (1991: 50).
As  mothers,  women  are  relegated  to  the  condition  of  object.  In  order  to  become  subject, 
therefore, women have to develop their own symbolic order. For Irigaray, this can be achieved only 
through the re-evaluation of the relationship between mother and daughter in which the two women 
consider each other as equals.
In a sense, we need to […] establish a woman to woman relationship of reciprocity with 
our mothers, in which they might possibly also feel themselves to be our daughters. That 
is an indispensable precondition for our emancipation from the authority of fathers. In 
our societies, the daughter-mother, mother-daughter relationship constitutes a highly 
explosive nucleus. Thinking it, and changing it, is equivalent to shaking the foundations 
of the patriarchal order (1991: 50). 
This revised notion of the mother-daughter bond is disentangled from the idea of reproduction 
and hinges instead on the relational dimension. This notion of motherhood as a relational practice 
finds a variety of fictional renditions in the novels that I discuss in the next chapters. In the works 
by Sapienza, Scego and Murgia in particular we find an echo of Irigaray's insistence on the need 
that  as  women  we  build  “a  woman  to  woman  relationship  of  reciprocity  with  our  mothers”. 
Criticising the Oedipal paradigm, which forbids the daughter's return to the mother and exiles her 
into the  male,  paternal  world,  Irigaray suggests that  woman recovers  her  relationship with the 
mother outside the experience of maternity:
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Woman must […] re-engender the maternal in herself, to give birth in herself to mother 
and daughter in a never accomplished progression. Mother is she who in shadow is in 
possession of the subterranean resource; daughter is she who moves about on the 
surface of the earth, in light (1985/2002: 240-1).
Echoing de Beauvoir, Woolf, Rich and other thinkers, Irigaray advocates that women should re-
appropriate creativity as a maternal dimension. Her attention is focused on woman and mother as 
subjects of desire. This is the necessary condition that allows women to access a subject position. In 
the re-appropriation of female subjectivity, language plays a crucial role too. If the language we use 
reflects a male-dominated order, women need to invent a different means of expression in order to 
give voice to their distinct subjectivity:
We must also find, find anew, invent the words, the sentences that speak the most 
archaic and most contemporary relationship with the body of the mother, with our 
bodies, the sentences that translate the bond between her body, ours, and that of our 
daughters. We have to discover a language [langage], which does not replace the bodily 
encounter, as paternal language [langue] attempts to do, but which can go along with it, 
words which do not bar the corporeal, but which speak corporeal (1991: 43).
Julia  Kristeva,  too,  elaborates  a  theory with regard  to  the  female  exclusion  from language. 
Irigaray, however, moves beyond Kristeva's stance. Kristeva's theory focuses on the maternal, and 
on the need to give centrality to the body, especially the maternal body (1988 and 1989). However, 
while  emphasising the  importance  of  the  maternal  function  in  the  construction  of  subjectivity, 
Kristeva relegates the mother to the position of object. The mother is the means through which we 
can reach subjectivity, but maternal subjectivity is not an option in Kristeva's thought. Likewise, in 
Kristeva's  elaborations there  is  no  place  for  the  mother-daughter  relationship either,  which  she 
completely overlooks.
On the  contrary,  Irigaray is  exclusively focused on female  relationality as a way to achieve 
subjectivity. Her work dismantles the idea that women should adapt to a male-centered symbolic 
order, and encourages them to create a female-centred frame of reference. Irigaray suggests that 
only an inter-subjective relationship between mother and daughter allows women to access a female 
symbolic and she insists on the need for women to build both horizontal and vertical relationships. 
Not  only do women need female  genealogies,  but  also  relationships between women in which 
mothers  and  daughters  recognise  each  other  as  equals  rather  than  locating  themselves  in  a 
hierarchical structure.
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In her radical revision of the maternal position within Western culture, Irigaray questions the 
validity of the Oedipal triangle as the only paradigm available for psychoanalysis to interpret the 
maternal  role,  especially  in  relation  to  the  daughter.  Her  critique  of  Freudian  theory finds  its 
validation in the late writings of Freud himself. As the Belgian philosopher observes (1987), the 
father of psychoanalysis, too, admitted that the mother-daughter relationship and its importance in 
the development of the young girl has been greatly underestimated in psychoanalysis (63). Irigaray 
underlines how Freud makes his remarks on the mother-daughter dyad only at the end of his life, in 
the final pages of his work. His death precluded any further exploration.
Influenced  by the  work  of  Irigaray,  Italian  feminist  theorists  developed  a  theory  of  sexual 
difference calling for women to speak as autonomous female subjects. Much of the Italian feminist 
thought  has  been  provided  by  two  influential  and  interconnected  groups:  the  philosophical 
community Diotima, which is  a women-only philosophical research group formed in Verona in 
1983 by women already engaged in the field of theoretical studies, and the Milan Women's Book-
store Collective (Libreria delle Donne di Milano). Both centres focus on the thought of the sexual 
difference and some theorists belong to both. Muraro, for instance, had, and still has, a leading role 
in both the Milan and Verona groups. 
A third group based in Florence,  the Centro Documentazione Donna di Firenze,  also engaged 
with the thought of the sexual difference and produced a detailed critique of Muraro's elaborations. 
These theorists privileged the psychoanalytical approach. One of the most significant publications 
connected to the Florence's group, Corpo a Corpo con la Madre. Madre e Figlia nella Psicoanalisi 
(2005) is devoted to the psychoanalytical investigation of the mother-daughter bond. As Gabriella 
Buzzati and Anna Salvo explain at the beginning of their volume,
Il mito di Edipo, come struttura che fonda a un tempo le istanze psichiche individuali e 
le modalità di rapporto sociale, non solo allude a qualcosa di indicibile e misconosciuto, 
ma celebra, nel contempo, la centralità, il trionfo del legame che unisce il figlio maschio 
alla madre. La relazione madre-figlia permane in un silenzio quasi impenetrabile 
all'interno della nostra cultura (3 emphasis mine).
The centrality of the mother-son dyad and the marginalisation of the mother-daughter bond are 
two themes widely debated also by the Milan and Verona groups. In 1983 and 1987 the Women's 
Book-store  Collective  published two volumes that  summarised the results  of their  political  and 
philosophical research. Taking sexual difference as a starting point, the authors advocate the need 
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for  women  to  trust  themselves  to  another  woman.  In  their  words,  women  are  encouraged  to 
“praticare la disparità fra donne e [...] affidarsi a una propria simile per misurarsi nel mondo” (1987: 
141). As long as a woman needs the mediation of another woman in order to access the social 
world, the collective's political and theoretical proposal is that women should adopt the practice of 
relationships (“pratica delle relazioni”) or entrustment (affidamento) between women, “perché il 
sesso femminile trovi in sé la fonte del suo valore e la sua misura sociale” (145). In this way, 
women  can  build  a  female  genealogy,  that  is,  “un  venire  al  mondo  di  donne  legittimate  dal 
riferimento  alla  loro  origine  femminile”  (9).  The  concept  of  female  genealogy  holds  great 
importance also in the context of women writers, as I will show both in the next section and in the 
following chapters.
Investigating  the  practice  of  relationships  between  women,  the  philosophers  belonging  to 
Diotima concentrate on the first bond between women, that is, the one with the mother. From the 
late 1980s onwards Diotima has produced a huge body of work, covering a wide range of aspects 
related to the concept of the maternal authority and its implication.  The publications authored by 
Diotima focus on – among other topics - the complexity of the mother-daughter relationship and its 
influence on women's  identity, from the first  publication,  Il  Pensiero della  Differenza Sessuale 
(1983), to one of the most recent  L'Ombra della Madre  (2007), in which the negativity and the 
shadowy aspects of the maternal are explored. 
Besides the collective work of the different groups, an additional and invaluable contribution 
comes from a few prominent figures, such as Muraro and Cavarero. Adriana Cavarero, Professor of 
Political  Philosophy  at  the  University  of  Verona,  was  co-founder  of  Diotima,  to  which  she 
contributed for a long period. Her academic writings on sexual difference, on Plato, on Hannah 
Arendt and on theories of narration are widely recognised in Italy, Europe and the English-speaking 
world. Both  the  works  of  Muraro  (L'Ordine  Simbolico  della  Madre, 1991),  and  Cavarero 
(Nonostante Platone, 1990) draw inspiration from Irigaray's theory, which they develop further. In 
their discussion on sexual difference, Muraro, Cavarero (1990 and 2007) and other members of 
Diotima (1992, 1995 and 2007) focus on women's need to build a symbolic order of the mother that 
differs from the existing order of the father. They contend that a human being accesses subjectivity 
when part of a symbolic system and that women are precluded from this opportunity. As  Giorgio 
explains: 
The (lack of) value mothers have in our society, the silence to which the mother-
daughter relationship has been relegated in our culture, the lack of figures of female 
self-recognition and self-representation, a missing (suppressed) female genealogy 
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preclude women from entering the symbolic […] and from becoming subjects (1997: 
225). 
Women are therefore affected by a lack of symbolic competence, or “competenza simbolica” 
(Muraro, 1991), that gives them the possibility to interpret their experience of the world, to make it 
“dicibile”, and to use it as a tool to modify the world in order to fulfil their desires and aspirations. 
Rejecting the father as the source of symbolisation, Italian feminist theorists elaborate a theory of 
maternal authority which allows material and symbolic existence to both sexes. Muraro shares with 
Lacan the idea that symbolic production (or “la competenza simbolica”) is tied to a patriarchal 
regime.  Unlike  the  Lacanian theorists,  however,  Muraro,  along with other  Italian philosophers, 
believes that this situation is not immutable. 
As  Cavarero  (1990)  explains,  “la  cultura  occidentale  è  ricca  di  figure  nelle  quali  l'ordine 
simbolico […] si autorappresenta” (13). In this self-representation of Western culture, however, “le 
figure femminili trovano dunque posto  in riferimento al soggetto maschile stesso che le decide” 
(14). Female figures, therefore, are not absent, but are excluded from their own subjectivity: 
Abbondano figure di madri, figlie e vergini, né mancano figure di incantatrici […], ma il 
quadro simbolico costante è appunto quello che decide la rappresentazione del 
femminile sulla centralità maschile, di modo che, inesorabilmente, ogni figura di donna 
si trova a giocare un ruolo il cui senso sta nei codici patriarcali che glielo hanno 
assegnato (13-4).
Cavarero's words embrace Irigaray's criticism of Western culture's androcentricity. A few years 
later, irigaray, in turn, echoes Cavarero's statements when she notes that “the philosophical subject, 
historically masculine, has reduced every other to a relation with himself - his nature, his universe, 
his complement, his projection, his inverse, his instrument - within his own world, his own horizon 
(2000: 126).
As both Irigaray and Cavarero observe, in a male-centred symbolical order, female figures are 
seen exclusively as objects. Therefore, they advocate the need to develop a different framework of 
reference for women. The key element in the construction of this alternative order is the notion of 
“madre simbolica”, mainly elaborated by Muraro. As Dominijanni explains: “La madre simbolica 
fonda dunque la genealogia femminile, istituisce il movimento della disparità e della mediazione fra 
donne, ma non si incarna in nessuna donna” (1995:16). This symbolical mother, who cannot be 
embodied by a real woman, paves the way to the notion of female authority, which is “un bene 
comune”  (Muraro,  1991:  141)  and  is  based  on  a  relational  practice.  Therefore,  Diotima's 
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philosophers investigate la pratica delle relazioni with regard to relationships between women and 
concentrate on the tie with the mother. Insofar as the mother-daughter relationship is necessarily 
asymmetric, and implies a disparity (“disparità” is the word they use), Italian theorists elaborated 
the notion of maternal authority to explain how this asymmetrical relationship works. 
Aware of the weakness of maternal figures in real life within Italian society (having experienced 
their mothers' powerlessness within the family), these thinkers emphasised the need for the mother 
both to gain recognition for, and to validate, her own authority. In the search for a new order apart 
from the patriarchal one, the Diotima group, and especially Muraro, “focus on the different ways in 
which the concept of authority works when placed in the context of mother-daughter relationship, as 
distinguished from the framework of paternal authority” (Scarparo, 2004: 208).  Muraro insists on 
the necessity to create a new symbolic order based on maternal authority and tailored to women's 
needs, since “il reale, in assenza di simbolico, è meno di niente” (1991: 100).
According  to  these  philosophers,  through  the  recognition  of  maternal  authority  women  can 
develop a  special  kind of  relationship between women,  that  is,  affidamento or  entrustment.  As 
Muraro explains, this is “a relationship that occurs when you tie yourself to a person who can help 
you achieve something which you think you are capable of but which you have not yet achieved” 
(1991a: 123). In  her  elaboration on the connection between maternal authority and entrustment 
Muraro (1991, 1996 and 1997) argues that the relationship of entrustment between one woman and 
another constitutes a social tie that provides answers, support, feedback, and points of reference in a 
society unable to support women otherwise. In this context, entrustment is regarded as a voluntary 
bond “which is simultaneously intimate and external, personal and social, which makes a coherent 
whole of being a woman and having a social existence” (1991a: 125). 
Drawing from Luce Irigaray's critique of the psychoanalytical paradigm in which language is a 
system that denies any subjectivity to women, Italian feminist thinkers placed a great emphasis on 
the connection between mother and language.6 According to Lacanian theory, language is a creation 
of the male Symbolic, so that the child needs to be separated from the mother in order to enter the 
symbolic and the world of language. In this way, the mother is denied any linguistic, symbolic and 
cognitive function. The work of Italian theorists, instead, refutes the Lacanian assumption of the 
exclusion of the mother from language and considers the mother as the primary language teacher. 
According to  their  definition, the  mother  is  the  one  who “gives life  and nourishment  but  also 
language to the world” (Dominijanni, 2004: 202). As Muraro maintains: “Noi impariamo a parlare 
dalla madre: questo definisce chi è la madre, che cos'è il linguaggio” (1991: 46). 
6 See: Muraro (L'Ordine Simbolico della Madre, 1991) Cavarero (Nonostante Platone, 1990), Adriana Cavarero and 
Franco Restaino (2002) and Diotima (Il Cielo Stellato dentro di Noi. L'Ordine Simbolico della Madre, 1992). 
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Endorsing  the  idea  that  women  are  excluded  from  power,  culture  and  language,  Cavarero 
suggests that women adopt new forms of female narration more appropriate to their own specificity 
(1997), in order to make their experience speakable. She warns that “the female subject does not 
emerge from history by simply investigating her existence but must rather actively decide to be her 
own subject, to take herself  as a starting point” (1991: 185).  Cavarero here reflects  Benjamin's 
analysis of women's participation in their own submission. For Benjamin, in fact, 
to halt this cycle of domination [...] women must claim their subjectivity [...] this means 
not to undo our ties to others, but rather to disentangle them; to make of them not 
shackles but circuits of recognition (221). 
In  relation  to  this  last  point,  Cavarero  departs  from Muraro's  and  the  Women's  Book-store 
Collective  notion  of  affidamento in  that  the  relationship  she  theorises  is  not  characterised  by 
disparity, but is, instead, a bond between two women who consider each other as equals. Following 
the tradition of Hannah Arendt (1991), Cavarero rejects the hierarchical view of maternal authority 
postulated by Muraro, the Women's Book-store and Diotima, and describes the relationship between 
mother and daughter as “reciprocità di sguardi”, an image that clearly rejects a relationship based on 
possession and obedience, in favour of a reciprocal bond, based on mutual recognition. This idea of 
mother-daughter relationship is close to Irigaray's notion of a “woman to woman relationship of 
reciprocity with our mothers” (1991: 50).7 Cavarero's elaboration, instead, coincides with those of 
other prominent feminists (such as Dominjanni, Cigarini, Muraro) in relation to the idea of “madre 
simbolica”,  that  is,  “[una]  figura  di  libertà  femminile,  non  individualistica  ma  relazionale” 
(Dominijanni: 1995: 17-8).8
Theoretical elaborations have been paralleled by the work of literary critics and scholars who are 
devoting increasing attention to the representation of the mother-daughter bond in contemporary 
Italian women writings.  Feminist  literary criticism has repeatedly used the concept  of  maternal 
authority as a theoretical tool to understand how the works of women writers relate to each other, in 
order to reconstruct a female 'literary genealogy'. The volume edited by Adalgisa Giorgio and Julia 
7 According to Graziella Parati, here lies the originality of Diotima's thought: “Contrary to the individual of the male 
philosophical tradition, the individual and the subject are in no way autonomous or self-reliant – nor should they be. 
They are essentially relational. The individual becomes individual in her relationship with the other. However, this 
other is not just any other. It is, by definition, the (m)other, and the relationship is one of subjection and obedience to 
her authority” (2002: 66-7).
8 The feminist discourse on a female symbolic order is, to some extent, utopian. Utopia here has to be understood as a 
place that does not exist in the real world, but exists as a mental creation, as a platonic perfection towards which to 
model and from which to find inspiration. Although it is not a material entity, it provides the real world with a target 
to aim at. Much of the feminist theory I discuss here should be interpreted in this way. 
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Waters (2007) on contemporary European women writings, for instance, pays special attention to 
the  way  in  which  women  writers  develop  the  notions  of  literary  genealogies  and  inheritance 
between different generations. Legacy and genealogy are interrogated either thematically as “literal 
or  symbolic  familial  relationships”  or  textually,  as  “a  conscious  or  unconscious,  emulative  or 
subversive, rewriting of earlier literary or critical texts” (9-10).
A similar  approach  has  been  applied  specifically  to  the  Italian context.  Bernadette  Luciano 
(2004) takes the cue from feminists' claim that women have to reconstruct a female genealogy and 
she develops a comparative analysis of three generations of Italian women writers in which the 
continuum of women's discourse emerges (127). Especially when they cross boundaries of genres, 
women  writers  maintain  a  dialogue  or  a  debate  with  a  literary  mother  “at  time  reflecting 
[them]sel[ves] in her image, at times resisting her, at times assisting her, always reinventing her” 
(102).
A very interesting application of  Italian feminists'  theories to  literary critics is  suggested by 
Stefania Lucamante's A multitude of women (2008). In her study of different generations of Italian 
women writers, Lucamante forges the concept of 'literary entrustment' as a new tool for inter-textual 
analysis.  Lucamante's  suggestive  thesis  is  that  there  are  different  cases  of  literary entrustment 
among contemporary Italian women writers,  which she illustrates by adopting the philosophical 
framework  provided  by the  concept  of  affidamento. While  entrustment  in  real  life  can  create 
asymmetric, and sometimes hierarchical, relationships, literary entrustment between younger and 
the older writer does not, apart from their difference in age. Furthermore, literary entrustment does 
not require a particular acknowledgement on behalf of the younger author. 
Describing the literary entrustment as the choice made by a younger woman writer to rewrite the 
text of an older one, Lucamante considers it “a privileged women's tradition from the twentieth 
century onward”, and a practice of the highest importance especially when it is extended to literary 
production,  since  “by entrusting previous  literary female  models  with  their  own work,  women 
writers facilitate the formation of a non-androcentric system of influence and reference in literature 
that pragmatically advances women's position in society” (29). In Lucamante's view a practice of 
literary entrustment between female writers of different generations can become an innovative force 
to open the canon of Italian literature: a phenomenon that, according to Rita Wilson,  is already 
taking  place,  since  women's  writing  “has  invaded  other  literary  spaces  and  challenged  the 
restrictions of genres, exploring and experimenting the contaminations of languages and of different 
codes”  (2000: 5). In  my analysis of the novels by Sapienza, Scego, Parrella  and Murgia  I will 
occasionally refer to the concept of literary entrustment too.
In many ways the mother-daughter relationship is at the very foundation of women's writing, 
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especially  when  we  consider  it  as  a  theme.  A significant  number  of  scholars  analyse  how 
motherhood  and  the  mother-daughter  relationship  are  represented  in  twentieth  century  Italian 
literature, through the theoretical discussion developed by feminists. For instance, Benedetti's study 
The Tigress in the Snow, (2007) focuses on “motherhood as a concrete experience in women's life, 
as reflected in and shaped by literature” (4) in twentieth century Italian women's writings.  In her 
chronological survey, Benedetti identifies motherhood as a recurring theme whose depiction varies 
according to the demands of the historical moment. Initially presented as a woman's destiny and 
primary quality,  in  the  last  chapter  motherhood  is  explored  as  a  multitude  of  possibilities:  an 
unnecessary experience to female fulfilment in life, a deep bond to a child or to another person 
without a biological component. 
In spite of the variety of their approaches, scholars agree on one point: mothers are spoken to or 
talked about. They do not assume a speaking position. A very recent study of Italian women writers 
implicitly confirms Benedetti's statement. Sambuco's Corporeal Bonds (2012) illustrates once more 
the difficulties for women writers to allow maternal subjectivity. Sambuco traces “a journey that 
depicts the attempts of the daughter-narrator to define a female self that is outside the constriction 
of patriarchal society” (7). Significantly, the study explores the  daughter-mother relationship in a 
group of female-authored novels written in Italian during the second half of the twentieth century. 
In all the texts, the mother-daughter bond is seen exclusively, or almost exclusively, from the point 
of view of the daughter. 
As Giorgio (2002), Benedetti and Sambuco maintain, in spite of the vast corpus of daughters' 
narratives,  very  few are  narratives  assuming  a  maternal  point  of  view  in  relation  to  an  adult 
daughter: “Women writers have described this balancing act [between  self and other] extensively 
from the daughter's point of view, but they are still reticent in relating it from the point of view of 
the mothers of daughters. “ (Giorgio, 2002: 33).
Writing  about  the  dialogue  with  the  mothers  in  twenti-first  century,  Bernadette  Luciano 
maintains that:
In the past twenty years Italian feminists have theorized the need for women to 
(re)discover and/or (re)create their history in search of a female genealogy. This need 
has inspired many contemporary women authors to write about female experiences and 
to explore and construct their identities, often foregrounding the relationship with the 
maternal, both biological and symbolic. (102). 
According to scholars and literary critics, a shift in the power balance between the mother's and 
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daughter's  standpoint  in  narratives is  still  needed. So  far,  literary criticism has interrogated the 
mother-daughter relationship and traced its evolution, but the process has not come to a condition of 
equilibrium  and  the  daughter's  voice  is  perceived  as  prevailing.  In  the  narratives  analysed  by 
Giorgio, Benedetti and Sambuco women writers hesitate to abandon their daughter-centricity and to 
speak as mothers of adult  daughters.  Giorgio and Sambuco analyse  novels written between the 
1980s  and  1990s,  while  the  texts  studied  by  Benedetti  span  the  whole  twentieth  century. 
Nevertheless, they all come to the same conclusion about maternal subjectivity.
Against  this  background,  L'Arte  della  Gioia,  Oltre  Babilonia, Lo  Spazio  Bianco,  and 
Accabadora suggest that a significant shift has occurred. This change becomes particularly evident 
if compared with the works produced by women writers  during the 1980 and 1990s.  Sapienza, 
Scego, Parrella and Murgia depart from the dysfunctional mode of relationship between mother and 
daughter that characterises those novels, and release from their narratives “the ghost still haunting 
contemporary women's narratives”, as Paola Splendore calls   the representation of the patriarchal 
mother found in women writers (210).  
In  the selected novels,  mothers speak of  and to adult  daughters.  The “haunting ghost” starts 
fading  away,  while maternal  authority  is  gained  and  bestowed  across  generations.  Moreover, 
through  these  novels  a  female  genealogy comes to the fore.  Composed by both biological and 
elective  mother-daughter  relationships,  and  based  on  dialogue between  different  generations  of 
women, this genealogy of women leads to an unprecedented representation of the mother as subject 
and as the  co-protagonist  of  the narration beside  her  daughter.  Has the maternal 'ghost'  finally 
waned? I argue that it has certainly begun to fade away, as I demonstrate in the following chapters.
3. Motherhood, daughters and female identity in Italian women writers: from Sibilla Aleramo  
onwards
From the very beginning of the last century, female-authored texts have variously explored the 
maternal  relationship.  Throughout  these  texts,  it  is  possible  to  trace  how  the  representation of 
female identity has gradually evolved. A recurrent aspect of these writings is that they consider 
motherhood as “a woman's primary quality” (Benedetti: 22) and, therefore, they portray women 
mainly as mothers. 
Since notions of a woman's role and identity have usually been handed down from mother to 
daughter, the mother-daughter bond becomes crucial too in the formation of a woman's identity. In 
fact, in a patriarchal context daughters had little choice but to follow their mothers' path and model, 
even  when  the  mother  figure  was  far  from attractive.  However,  there  is  a  moment  when  the 
daughter begins to question her maternal legacy and, in searching for a different model, discovers 
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that she cannot identify with either her father or her mother. In the Italian context this moment is 
when  Sibilla  Aleramo published  her  autobiographical  novel  Una  Donna (A Woman)  in  1906. 
Following Aleramo's momentous novel, in Italian women writers' literary production not only does 
the mother-daughter dyad represent a recurring topic, but it is also frequently perceived as a crucial 
and sorrowful aspect of the female experience. 
3.1. The  foremothers   and the 'unbroken chain' 
Aleramo is one of the first women writers to question the prevailing social order. Una Donna is a 
lucid account of the author's search for an alternative to the only roles allotted to women: marriage 
and motherhood, the latter depicted as a monstrous chain of enslavement (“una mostruosa catena di 
servitù”  144).  The  protagonist  sees  in  her  mother  a  problematic  embodiment  of  that  passive 
femininity  with  which  she  is  at  odds.  Although  she  is  trying  hard  to  reject  that  damaging 
interpretation of  femininity,  the  protagonist  feels  forced to align herself  with  it  because  of  her 
destiny as a woman. When Aleramo's narrator ceases identifying with her father and looks for a 
different model in her mother, she is profoundly disappointed by what her mother has to offer: 
La sua debolezza, la sua rinuncia alla lotta mi esacerbavano tanto più in quanto ero 
costretta a riconoscermi ora dei punti di contatto con lei nella mia rassegnazione al 
destino (39). 
As Ursula Fanning (2002) states, it is the protagonist's fear of replicating her mother's weakness 
and refusal to fight that gives her the strength to make the radical decision to abandon her husband 
and child. A hard decision, but the only one that enables her to forge a new identity and a new 
destiny for herself. For this reason, the mother works as an anti-model to her daughter, who finds 
the determination to defy social conventions and laws for fear of following the same path of despair 
and madness as her mother. Fanning continues that it is the mother 
who, unwittingly furnishes the daughter with the will to leave her unbearable marriage 
[...] she acts on behalf of her mother as well as herself. It is the mother who has 
provided the constant template against which she measures and remodels herself (256 ).
In one of the most dramatic and meaningful passages of  Una Donna, the protagonist discovers 
an unsent letter written many years earlier by her mother. In the letter the mother expresses the same 
hopelessness and isolation the daughter experiences in her own life: 
Debbo partire [...] Qui impazzisco [...] Lui non mi ama più [...] Ed io soffro tanto che 
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non so più voler bene ai bambini. Debbo andarmene, andarmene [...] Poveri figli miei, 
forse è meglio per loro (144).
The daughter wishes she had been able to give her mother support and encouragement, but the 
dialogue takes place only in her imagination, despite her wishes for it to be otherwise:
Avessi potuto sorprenderla, in quella notte, sentire, dalla sua bocca, la domanda: “che 
devo fare, figlia mia?” e rispondere anche a nome dei fratelli: “Va', mamma, va?!” Sì, 
questo le avrei risposto; le avrei detto: “Ubbidisci al comando della tua coscienza, 
rispetta sopra tutto la tua dignità, madre: sii forte, resisti lontana, nella vita, lavorando, 
lottando [...] risparmiaci lo spettacolo della tua lenta disfatta qui, di questa agonia che 
senti inevitabile! (144). 
The silence, which tore mother and daughter apart, condemn each to a solitary struggle. When 
the protagonist decides to leave her family and finds the courage to defy social conventions, she is 
alone. Her defeated, silenced and dead mother cannot provide any support.
Having experienced the unbearable weight of maternal enslavement as a legacy received from 
her  mother,  Sibilla  Aleramo (1906)  wonders  why mothers  and  daughters  do  not  interrupt  this 
transmission, why women embrace and even laud such a degree of self-sacrifice when experiencing 
motherhood:  “Perché  nella  maternità  adoriamo  il  sacrifizio?”  (144). More  often  than  not,  the 
annihilation of  the  woman's  previous  identity with  the  advent  of  motherhood  -  something that 
Aleramo defines as a holocaust (1906: 144) - occurs against her will, notwithstanding her efforts.
Post-unification Italy is the context in which Aleramo's autobiography is grounded. It coincides, 
approximately, with the first women's emancipation movement, which fought for women's suffrage 
and political rights. The climate of revolt created by this early feminist movement pushed women 
writers to investigate their own position, as women, within the Italian society of their time. Some 
began to denounce the impossibility of combining their personal ambitions and desires with those 
they were expected to hold. In the process, some of them questioned their mothers' role, insofar as, 
“it is the mother through whom patriarchy early teaches the small female her proper expectations” 
(Rich: 243). Mothers began to be held responsible for their daughters' difficulties. 
This emancipation movement has been retrospectively called first-wave feminism after the term 
'second-wave feminism' began to be used to describe a newer feminist movement (1960s – 1980s), 
more concerned with social and cultural inequalities. In Italy this first-wave feminism was, to some 
extent, fragmented and disjointed, due to the power of the catholic Church and the lack of a strong 
lay intellectual class. The reception of Aleramo's novel among women intellectuals clearly reveals 
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these  limits  of  Italian feminism. Despite its  immediate success  in  France,  Germany,  and  Great 
Britain, the reactions elicited by Una Donna in Italy prove that Aleramo's stance was too radical for 
Italian female bourgeoisie. While several critics recognised the modernity of the book, renowned 
women intellectuals like Ersilia Majno and Adelaide Bernardini accused Aleramo of egoism and 
'unwomanliness'  for  having  betrayed  her  maternal  duties.  Majno,  an  activist  in  the  women's 
movement and founder of the Unione Femminile in 1899, took Aleramo by surprise when, harshly 
rejecting her stance, asserted the glorification of the mother at the expense of the woman. Following 
Aleramo's courageous challenge to motherhood as an oppressive institution, many years were to 
pass before women could be allowed an independent role outside their biological and reproductive 
function.
In the wake of Una Donna's controversial outcome, other writers engaged with the same themes. 
Most  of  their  works  reveal  a  clear  intention  to  denounce  the  unfair  burden  stifling  women's 
ambitions and lives once they become mothers.9 In  I  Divoratori  (The Devourers,  1911), Annie 
Vivanti endorses Aleramo's notion of motherhood as a woman's self-annihilation through the story 
of  three  generations  of  women.  The  'devourers'  mentioned  in  the  title  are  the  children,  who 
unfailingly devour their mothers' talent and existence in an uninterrupted sequence that covers three 
generations of  mothers and daughters. Although sympathising with the mothers, Vivanti fails to 
offer any escape to her characters, who seem both doomed and resigned to repeat the same gloomy 
destiny until a male child is eventually born. 
Written  during  WWII  and  published  in  the  immediate  aftermath  of  the  war,  Anna  Banti's 
Artemisia (1947) is the biography of a woman who manages to interrupt the mother-daughter chain 
of self-annihilation, but the price she pays is high. Banti's novel offers the most convincing proof of 
the negativity of the maternal role, since her heroine, Artemisia, achieves full  recognition as an 
artist precisely because she is lacking in maternal roots and models, and identifies exclusively with 
her father. However, her successful career as a painter in a male-dominated profession is countered 
by her isolation and by her failure as a mother herself. In spite of her efforts, Artemisia's daughter 
despises her and shows no sign of warmth towards her mother. 
The mutually exclusive choices of creativity and procreativity for a woman are a dilemma that is 
well-known  to  philosophers  and  women  intellectuals  of  the  time,  as  Aleramo's  novel  had 
9 A few isolated examples, such as Goliarda Sapienza's L'Arte della Gioia, radically challenged the traditional 
maternal model which entails female abnegation. Other (and more successful) writers, such as Elsa Morante, less 
concerned with the political implication of women's position within Italian society, produced either gloomy 
representations of unloving maternal figures or examples of idealised and almost stereotypical mother-child 
relationships characterised by an attitude of uncompromising maternal sacrifice. The former type of mother (the 
unloving one) is always mother of a daughter, as in Menzogna e Sortilegio (House of Liars, 1948) while the latter is 
generally the mother of a male child as in La Storia (History, 1974) and Menzogna e Sortilegio.
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demonstrated a few decades earlier. In these same years Simone de Beauvoir (1949) contended that 
in a male-centred culture women are excluded from both artistic creativity and the symbolic order. 
The French writer lays the foundations of a new season of feminist claims. Her best known work, 
The  Second  Sex  (1949),  published  before  the  outburst  of  second-wave  feminism,  provides  an 
explanation of how androcentric and patriarchal societies purposely construct female inferiority by 
considering institutionalised motherhood and gender stereotypes as a law of nature. Resorting to 
anthropology, biology, and social history, de Beauvoir challenges the notion of Woman as the Other, 
on which patriarchal cultures build women's exclusion from subjectivity. De Beauvoir's elaborations 
deeply influenced the  thought  of theorists  for  the following two decades,  while  her  claims are 
mirrored in the work of many women writers.
Although her literary production span several decades, Fausta Cialente belongs to the generation 
of foremothers too. Her  novel  Le Quattro Ragazze Wieselberger  (The Four Wieselberger  Girls, 
1976) focuses on three generations of women and how the annihilation of the woman at the hands 
of the mother is handed down from one generation to the next. A close friend of Aleramo, Cialente 
also questions the traditional roles of mother and wife in other works, such as  Ballata Levantina 
(Levantine  Ballad  1961)  and  Un  Inverno  Freddissimo (A Very  Cold  Winter  1966).10 In  these 
narratives, the writer supports the struggle for women's emancipation and shows an acute awareness 
of  women's  need  for  a  productive  role  outside  the  home.  Like  Aleramo,  Cialente  expresses 
condemnation and pity in equal measure for women who 
will never learn that it is not worth-while to suffer so much, not even for the children's 
sake, and who, in spite of their own wretched experience, will educate their own 
children -and especially their daughters - to renunciation and sacrifice (Wood 115-6).
In Dalla Parte di Lei (The Best of Husbands, 1949) and Quaderno Proibito (The Secret Diary 
1952) Alba  De Cèspedes offers  a  clear-sighted vision  of  female  alienation  and marginalisation 
within society. In post-war Italy, escape is not an available option for these middle-class heroines 
who are legally denied both the possibilities of divorce and extra-conjugal love affairs. According to 
the Italian laws in force at that time and abolished only in the 1970s, adultery committed by women 
was considered a more serious crime than adultery committed by men. Women were more liable to 
be punished for it, in spite of the new Constitution, which guaranteed equal rights to women and 
men. Despite significant advances made by women towards emancipations after the war, women's 
10 An interesting analysis of the protagonist's role as a mother and as a woman in Un Inverno Freddissimo is provided 
by Donatella Alesi in her Essay “Non Nuove ma Diverse: le Donne Italiane del Dopoguerra secondo Fausta 
Cialente” (2007).
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rights were still mostly defined in terms of maternity. In fact, the ideology of women as primarily 
reproducers rather than producers was still dominant in the majority of political parties and in the 
society of the time.11
The  most  terrifying  representation  of  motherhood  and  the  mother-daughter  bond  under 
patriarchy is, arguably, the one portrayed by Elsa Morante. Her first novel, Menzogna e Sortilegio, 
(House of Liars, 1947) presents a multitude of unhappy, frustrated women who turn into bitter and 
monstrous mothers of daughters. As Farnetti observes, Morante stages “una terribile storia di non 
amore” (2008: 147-8). Unlike the writers previously mentioned, Morante is not concerned with 
women's  emancipation.  The gruesome mothers  she  represents  are  not  intent  on  denouncing an 
unfair order. On the contrary,  Morante openly opposes feminist  claims and rejects the idea that 
“women, as individuals, have intrinsic dignity and value, apart from any function that they may or 
may not perform for society, and apart from their relationship to men” (Benedetti, 80). Due to her 
position, it is not a coincidence that when Morante represents loving mothers, those mothers are 
invariably mothers of sons and are ready to annihilate themselves for the sake of a (male) child.
Despite their efforts, (with the significant exception of Morante's characters) female characters 
portrayed in these  novels only manage  to  shake  the monstrous chain of  maternal enslavement, 
without breaking it.  For a long time motherhood, in all its variations (denied, accepted, exalted, 
imposed, rejected, glorified) remains the life-defining event in a woman's life, the yardstick of her 
success, her only chance to be socially recognised, and her prison. If to be a mother within wedlock 
is  the  only identity available to  women,  to  fail  in  this  goal,  is  to  fail  as a human being.  This 
depiction of woman as mother proved to be quite an unattractive perspective for daughters.
Only in the 1970s did feminist theorists and women writers, both in Italy and abroad, engage 
thoroughly with the questions  raised by Aleramo at the  beginning of  the century.  In  1976,  for 
instance, Rich makes a  statement that turns the solitary claim made by Aleramo into a broadly 
shared vindication:
As daughters, we need mothers who want their own freedom and ours. We need not to 
be vessels of another woman's self-denial and frustration. The quality of the mother's 
life is her primary bequest to her daughter, because a woman who can believe in herself, 
who is a fighter, and who continues to struggle to create liveable space around her, is 
demonstrating to her daughter that these possibilities exist (247).
While Aleramo's nameless protagonist is a woman who, borrowing Rich's words, “can believe in 
11 See: Cutrufelli, Maria Rosa et al. Il Novecento delle Italiane. Una Storia Ancora da Raccontare. Editori Riuniti, 
Roma: 2001; Chiara Valentini, Le Donne Fanno Paura. Il Saggiatore, Milano: 1997.
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herself, who is a fighter, and who continues to struggle to create liveable space around her”, the 
model she embodies is a strident exception, especially in relation to the mother-daughter bond. In 
fact,  weak or  absent  mothers and dysfunctional mother-daughter  dynamics characterise  a  wide 
range of Italian women writings published during the first half of the century, and for a few decades 
after. 
3.2. Literary mothers and the fight over the female body  
The  feminist  movement  which  developed  after  WWII,  generally  known  as  'second  wave' 
feminism, took up the task begun by the first wave. Once the battle for political rights was won, the 
feminist  claim  started  targeting  civil,  cultural  and  social  issues.  During  the  1970s  and  1980s 
feminists achieved remarkable improvements both in legislation and in terms of women's role in 
society. In Italy divorce became legal (1970), a new family law granted equal rights to wife and 
husband (1975), and the legalisation of abortion and contraception assured women a wider control 
over their reproductive function. Muraro summarises women's advancements within Italian society 
during the 1970s:
Noi siamo quelle che hanno lasciato il paese per andare in città, che hanno litigato con 
padri e fratelli maneschi, talvolta difese talvolta non difese da madri che non ci 
capivano, noi abbiamo smesso di andare in chiesa la domenica ad ascoltare prediche 
sessuofobe e misogine, noi ci siamo rifiutate di servire i maschi di casa, noi abbiamo 
fatto 'l'amore libero', […] abbiamo dato un'educazione sessuale ai figli, alle figlie, ai 
mariti, […] abbiamo divorziato e abbiamo spiegato perché alle figlie e ai figli (1995: 
120-1). 
The struggles of Italian women described by Muraro are reflected in the literary production of 
the time.  Published during the 1970s and early 1980s, the novels included in this section locate 
themselves within the chronological boundaries of second-wave feminism. As for the content, they 
deal  overtly  with  the  difficulty  of  combining  motherhood  and  freedom,  with  relation  to  the 
construction of female identity. The experience of being a mother is no more an inescapable fate. 
Rejecting the idea of motherhood as a patriarchal institution, these authors claim that motherhood 
has to be a woman's choice: not only the choice whether to be a mother or not (which implies 
control  over  their  bodies),  but  also  the  chosen  conditions  of  their  motherhood (which implies 
control over their lives). In search for a different model of female freedom, these writers move 
beyond Aleramo's dilemma - that is, the binary choice between motherhood and self-fulfilment - 
while struggling to be mothers without giving up their selves. 
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As Italian  society experienced  many deep  changes,  especially  in  relation  to  women's  lives, 
women  writers  registered  this  shift  and  started  investigating  motherhood  with  a  different 
consciousness of female subjectivity. Their texts reflected and sometimes anticipated contemporary 
public debates. Writing from a woman's point of view, these authors reflected the different positions 
held in the political arena on abortion, female sexuality and motherhood as a woman's choice. 
Oriana Fallaci's  Lettera a un Bambino Mai Nato, (Letter to an Unborn Child, 1975) is a short 
novel in which the author addresses the issue of motherhood as a choice rather than a consequence 
of biological functions. She builds a complex argument about the place of maternity in the life of a 
woman and explores  the  motivation of  her  protagonist's  refusal  to  be  defined in  terms  of  her 
reproductive powers. Setting out from the notion of freedom, 
the book is a visceral, heartfelt meditation on the terrible responsibility of bringing a 
human being into the world [...] Perhaps no other Italian writer has investigated in such 
detail pregnancy as an event that challenges a woman's notion of self-hood, while giving 
her a privileged perspective on the most crucial issues in human life (Benedetti, 91-2). 
Fallaci is only one among many. In her multiform literary production, Dacia Maraini engaged 
with the topic of women's freedom of choice on different occasions, in works belonging to different 
periods and genres. Il Treno per Helsinki (The Train to Helsinki, 1984) is not primarily focused on 
woman's role in contemporary society. Nevertheless, the way the writer deals with the themes of 
women's freedom, motherhood and the definition of female identity deserves attention. The novel is 
set at the end of the 1960s. A young woman, Armida, and her circle of friends reject the traditional 
idea of love and marriage and strive to create a different ethos for couples. On the backcloth of this 
merry-go-round of unrequited loves leading to a general unhappiness, Armida falls pregnant and 
struggles to keep her unborn baby alive. Due to some complications arising in her pregnancy, she is 
gradually turned into a still,  motionless body completely wired up to machines. In the name of 
motherhood, she is no longer the young intellectual she had been, but becomes the body that carries 
the new life, brutally reduced to her biological and reproductive function. 
In  Donna in Guerra  (Woman at  War,  1975), Maraini  eloquently expresses those  feelings  of 
alienation and loss of subjectivity experienced by women of that time, especially within marriage. 
The protagonist is a young woman, Vannina. Although she is able to support herself with her work, 
she is subordinated to the needs of her husband. When he realises that Vannina wants to leave him, 
he makes her pregnant against her will. In spite of her husband's plans, Vannina decides to have an 
abortion and to begin a new life. Once she realises that “the woman's body is the terrain on which 
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patriarchy is erected” (Rich, 55), Vannina escapes this fate.  Years later, Maraini tackles the same 
topic  in  a  theoretical  essay, Un  Clandestino  a  Bordo  (A  Clandestine  on  Board,  1996),  a 
reconsideration of women's position and rights in society. 
Another example of Maraini's enduring interest in women's lives is La Lunga Vita di Marianna 
Ucrìa (The  Silent  Duchess,  1990),  Maraini's  best  known  novel.  In  this  work,  Maraini  drew 
inspiration from the story of one of her ancestors. The protagonist is a noble woman, Marianna, 
who is  raped by an uncle at  the  age  of  five.  As  a consequence, the  child  becomes deaf-mute. 
Marianna  is  an uncommon female  figure  in  the  landscape  of  Italian literature.  In  spite  of  her 
disability, or maybe precisely because of it, she assesses her right to pleasure and formulates an 
uncommon  demand  for  identity  and  subjectivity.  The  story recalls  some  aspects  of  Aleramo's 
autobiographical account. Both texts depict the way in which the daughter's  ambivalent feelings 
towards the mother intertwine with “the attempts of their respective protagonists to find and define 
themselves”  (Fanning:  249).  Like  Aleramo's  protagonist,  when  Marianna reaches  maturity,  she 
rejects the image of motherhood as sacrifice, based on self-annihilation and loss of self. In this 
novel Maraini engages with an issue of the greatest  poignancy at that time.  The Silent Duchess 
suggests how women can “emerge from silence and create their own cultural  spaces within the 
dominant patriarchy” (Fanning: 249). 
Other  works  produced  in  this  timeframe  deal  with  the  subject-matter  of  motherhood  and 
freedom, for instance Lidia Ravera's Bambino Mio (Child of Mine, 1979). However, in these same 
years, the interest of a significant number of Italian women writers begins to shift their focus from 
motherhood towards the mother-daughter relationship, as I show in the following section.
3.3. The fascination of the mother: the daughter-mother relationship in Italian female  
authored narratives during the 1980s and 1990s.
During  the  1980s,  Italian  women  writers felt  an  urge  to  engage  with  the  mother-daughter 
relationship as an essential, unresolved tie in the conquest of female identity and subjectivity. This 
drive led to the production of narratives dominated by daughters in search of their mothers and by 
maternal  figures  who  are  depicted  as  distant,  absent,  indifferent,  sometimes  hostile  to  their 
daughters. In a short period of time women writers produced a large number of texts that followed 
the same narrative pattern as that of a daughter recalling her mother's life after her death, in order to 
find her own identity12.  Compared to the works examined in the previous section, the perspective 
12 In the same years of the blossoming of women's narratives on the mother-daughter bond, Elsa Morante goes against 
the tide and writes the story of a mother-child dyad narrated by the son after the mother's death. Her last novel, 
Aracoeli (1982), is the account of an obsessive love for the mother on behalf of her son. As La Storia, again the 
mother-son dyad is the only way Morante represents maternal love. Compared to the blossoming of a remarkable 
number of narratives dedicated to the mother-daughter relationship and focused on the daughter's point of view, 
Morante's is a singular voice and confirms her extraneousness to feminist claims and women's struggles.
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here is completely subverted.  While Fallaci, Maraini, Ravera and others portrayed women who 
speak as potential mothers or mothers-to-be, here the mother is spoken to by the daughter. In the 
novels discussed in this section, women's subjectivity emerges exclusively as a daughter's subject 
position.  Women  writers'  urgency  to  engage  with  the  mother-daughter  relationship  from  a 
daughterly  point  of  view  coincides,  from  a  chronological  perspective,  with  the  feminist  re-
evaluation of the daughter's primary relationship with the mother. Furthermore, their narratives put 
great emphasis on gender.
At  the  beginning,  the  rediscovery  of  the  maternal  assumes  the  feature  of the  daughter's 
'fascination'  regarding  the mother.  This  feature  characterises  women's  narratives  and  feminist 
theories at  large,  both in  Anglo-American and in  European areas,  as discussed in  the  previous 
section of this chapter. In the Italian context, the predominance of the daughter's point of view is 
somehow consequential to the feminist practice of “taking herself as a starting point” (“la pratica 
del  partire  da  sé”).  The  writers  mentioned  in  this  section  engage  with  a  similar  process.  The 
outcome is  the  production of “autobiographical narratives in  which a daughter  reconstructs her 
mother's life and, in the process, comes to term with her own identity” (Giorgio, 2002: 189).
A large group of writers lay a definite stress on the relationship between mother and daughter: 
Francesca  Sanvitale's  Madre  e  Figlia (Mother  and  Daughter,  1980),  Fabrizia  Ramondino's 
Althénopis (1981),  Carla  Cerati's  La Cattiva  Figlia  (The Bad  Daughter,1990),  Elena  Ferrante's 
L'Amore Molesto (A Disturbing Love, 1992), Mariateresa Di Lascia's Passaggio in Ombra (Passage 
in the Dark, 1995),  as well  as  Francesca Duranti's La Bambina  (The Girl, 1976),  Edith Bruck’s 
Lettera alla Madre (Letter to Mother, 1988), Helena Janeczek’s  Lezioni di  Tenebra (Lessons of 
Darkness, 1997), Elena Stancanelli's  Benzina (Fuel, 1998), Clara Sereni's  Il Gioco dei Regni (The 
Game of Kingdoms, 1993), Marlisa Trombetta'S La Mamma Cattiva (The Bad Mother, 2001) and 
Donatella Di Pietrantonio's Mia Madre è un Fiume (My Mother is a River, 2011). 
All these novels share a common plot: a (more often than not) bad or absent mother portrayed 
through the gaze of her (more often than not) unloved daughter after the mother's death or when the 
mother is terminally ill and no more able to be a real interlocutor with the daughter. In Sanvitale's 
novel, Madre e Figlia,  the centrality of the mother-daughter dyad is evidenced by the title itself, 
which, according to Sharon Wood, “suggests both multiplicity (a mother and a daughter) and an 
internal split (the character of the daughter Sonia, figure for Sanvitale herself, as both mother and 
daughter)” (238). The account, structured as a labyrinth, begins when most of its main characters 
are already dead. The narration summons the life of mother and daughter narrated by the daughter, 
Sonia, whose voice interweaves with the voice of an unspecified and omniscient narrator. 
In Sonia's narration, temporal planes are continually twisted, “intrecciati non dall'ordine della 
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vita ma dai meandri della memoria e della verità” (16). Her fragmented memories create a collage 
of both the mother's and the daughter's lives. The outcome is a narration that constantly oscillates 
between dream and reality, fantasies and desires. As Sambuco observes,
 The coherent, chronological narrative structure is disrupted. The manipulation of the 
time sequence through juxtaposition enables a process of psychological association that 
reveals, or rather allows to surface from the narrative, the aspects of the narrator's life 
that are not apparent to herself (2012: 76-7).
The daughters' attitude toward the maternal body exemplifies the concept of fascination for the 
mother, in that Sonia's attitude is a mixture of hatred, envy and desire for the mother's body.  In 
search of her own identity, the daughter tries to come to terms with her mother, with the maternal 
body,  with their past,  and with the load of unexpressed feelings that  characterise  the daughter's 
relationship with her mother. 
Ramondino's novel, Althenopis, also hinges on a mother-daughter relationship whose story is 
narrated by the adult daughter. As in Madre e Figlia, here, too, the author combines two modes of 
narration,  so  that  the  first-person  account  of  the  previous  two  parts  becomes  a  third  person, 
impersonal narrator in the final  part.  This choice enhances the change in  perspective  about the 
events narrated, the third person allowing a distant gaze which does not belong to the previous parts 
of the novel. The protagonist of Althénopis alternates identification with and rejection of the model 
embodied  by  her  mother. As  she  approaches  adolescence,  she  feels  threatened  by  gendered 
oppressive role models to which she is expected to conform as the daughter of a Southern bourgeois 
family. As an adult woman, she moves to the north, far from her native town, where she discovers 
and embraces a different model of adulthood, which is gender-neutral. Based on money making and 
career, this new model seems to work for a while. When the protagonist reaches her maturity, she 
realises  that  she  is  dissatisfied  with  that  model  too.  Therefore,  after  refusing  to  replicate  her 
mother's  destiny,  she rejects also the alternative  model she had found far from her mother and 
begins a journey that drives her back towards the mother and the maternal. The final pages of the 
novel,  in  fact,  hint  at  an  unexpected mother-daughter  rapprochement.  It  can be  argued that,  in 
Ramondino's novel, 
the reaffirmation of the relationship with the mother and her insertion into a specifically 
female genealogy offers a symbolic and psychic structure from within which the 
narrator can reshape her own sexual identity (Wood 253). 
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In the  1990s,  women writers are  still  grappling with the complexities of  the maternal bond. 
Mothers are depicted through the eyes and words of the daughters, who, in turn, keep struggling 
with a maternal ghost.  In the representation of these mother-daughter conflictual (and conflicted) 
relationships,  some structural,  technical  and thematic  aspects  emerge  as recurrent  features:  the 
importance of the female body and its biological functions, the re-visitation of family memories as a 
first step toward a reconstruction of a female genealogy, and the adoption of a multi-focal narration 
combined with a non-chronological rendition of the events. 
For  instance,  Carla  Cerati's  La Cattiva  Figlia stages  another  mother-daughter  dysfunctional 
relationship. The plot is built  on the protagonist's  uncomfortable dilemma. Giulia, the  daughter, 
experiences the clash between an urge to play a supportive daughterly role and her aversion towards 
her  mother. When the mother, in need of  care, has to  move in with the  daughter,  Giulia starts 
interrogating  the  old  woman  about  their  common  past,  which  is  revisited  through  a  double 
perspective. The voices of mother and daughter interweave, but as in Sanvitale's and Ramondino's 
novels, here, too, the narration privileges the daughter's point of view, presenting the reader with a 
daughter  who engages  in  the  task of  reconstructing her  mother's  (and her  own)  life,  when the 
mother is about to die. It is worth mentioning here also a partially autobiographical text written by 
Maraini, La Nave per Kobe (The Ship to Kobe,  2001), in which the author engages with a very 
topical  task  for  women  writers  of  this  generation,  that  is,  the  narration  of  her  mother's  story. 
Drawing inspiration from her mother's diaries, which she fortuitously recovers after her mother's 
death, the author reconstructs her mother's  youth and her own childhood in Japan, immediately 
before and during WWII.
Particularly significant to this theme is the literary production of Elena Ferrante. Her novels deal 
with the  complexities  of  the  mother-daughter  relationship explored  from at  least  two  different 
perspectives.  In  her  first  two  novels,  L'Amore  Molesto (Harassing  Love,  1992)  and  I  Giorni 
dell'Abbandono  (The Days of the Abandonment, 2002), the author assumes the viewpoint of an 
adult woman who, as a daughter, interrogates the secret connections between her own unresolved 
identity and the troubled relationship with her dead mother. Both the protagonists are women in 
their early forties, haunted by the ghost of their maternal legacy and trying to come to terms with 
this uncomfortable memory. In both cases we deal with what Felski (1989) defines as “novel of self 
discovery” (83), characteristic of many feminist narratives of emancipation. In these two novels the 
daughters are as steeped in the contradictory attitude of adoration of and resentment for the mother, 
as in the novels authored by Ramondino and Sanvitale. 
In all the above mentioned works the mother is, without exception, the object, and not subject, of 
the narration. The “daughter-centricity” has not been challenged. More recently, Ferrante engages 
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with the mother as a subject. La Figlia Oscura (The Lost Daughter, 2006) deals with the twofold 
topic of being and having a mother. The protagonist, Leda, a middle-aged, divorced mother of two 
teenage daughters and a professor of English literature, speaks of herself as a daughter and as a 
mother at the same time. Despite her current identity as an emancipated woman, as a mother she is 
weak, unloved and frustrated, while as a daughter she is helplessly haunted by her mother's bequest 
to  her. The  patriarchal  notion  of  self-sacrificial  maternal  love,  created  out  of  male-centricity, 
women's  oppression  and  wretchedness,  shapes  her  relationship  to  her  daughters and  to  the 
occasional “figlia oscura”13 she meets during a vacation. While struggling to keep both her identities 
as a mother and as a daughter, Leda deals with her shadowy and discomforting secrets: her unhappy 
childhood, the dysfunctional relationship with her own mother, her desperation and failure as a 
mother herself and as a partner. She tries to break through the maternal model, but she does not go 
far enough, and, unwittingly, she hands this message down on her daughters.
In  La Figlia Oscura the representation of motherhood is enriched by a new aspect, since the 
protagonist  tries  to  experience  elective  motherhood  when  she  develops  a  temporary  maternal 
relationship with the  young Nina.  However,  Ferrante's  narrative  is  still  stuck  in  a  condition of 
“maternal abjection” (Kristeva 1980). She is unable to move further, as if “nobody has told her how 
far there is to go” (Rich, 248). In spite of all her efforts Leda is still affected by a patriarchal mother 
and is a partially patriarchal mother herself. As a consequence, both her biological daughters and 
her  “adopted” daughter reject her and the  model she offers.  Unlike  L'Arte della Gioia,  with its 
joyful celebration of life and of the power of giving life,  La Figlia Oscura is a representation of 
problematic motherhood and of dysfunctional mother-daughter bonds. 
In Ferrante's narratives there is no place for the mother as a powerful, benevolent figure who 
gains subjectivity in relation to her daughter. The presence of a benevolent, supportive maternal 
figure,  therefore,  is  what  makes  the  novels  of  Sapienza,  Scego,  Parrella  and  Murgia  strikingly 
original. Their non-conformity to the recurrent representation of the maternal model is evident when 
compared with the prolific production of other women writers who, during the 1990s, 2000s and 
even  2010s  keep  tackling  the  mother-daughter  relationship  in  a  way  that  fails  to  disrupt  the 
established tradition of patriarchal mothers, steeped in maternal abjection and unable to break the 
mould. Even when, as in the case of La Figlia Oscura, the mother speaks as subject, she is defeated 
and unable to communicate with her daughters. 
A paradoxical representation of the impossibility to represent and give voice to a powerful and 
benign mother who can pass her strength on to her daughter is provided by Elena Stancanelli's 
13 The English translation of the title is slightly different from the original. The literal translation of the Italian title 
would be: 'The Dark Daughter.
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novel  Benzina.  The  three  protagonists,  a  mother,  a  daughter  and  the  daughter's  lesbian  lover, 
correspond to the three speaking voices. The mother epitomises perfectly the patriarchal, unloving, 
distant  mother, until  she  is  killed by her daughter's  lover.  From this moment  on,  her  true self, 
disengaged  from her  corpse,  assumes a  benevolent  gaze  on  the  daughter  and  a  protective  and 
encouraging attitude that she never had in life. As the mother distances her self from her body and 
her old self, she becomes increasingly closer to her daughter, unbeknown to the daughter herself. 
The mother becomes aware of her subjection to an unfair order and rejects it only after her death, 
that is,  only when she is no longer  able to communicate with her daughter and they no longer 
belong to the same world. 
A very recent novel devoted to the well-established literary tradition of the mother-daughter plot 
is Donatella di Pietrantonio's first novel, Mia Madre è Un fiume (My Mother is a River, 2011). The 
novel hinges on  the centrality of a daughter-narrator and validates the trope of the mother-daughter 
dysfunctional bond of love. Di Pietrantonio retraces the well-trodden path of the unloved daughter 
talking to a mother who is no longer able to listen to and to converse with her daughter. It presents a 
female narrator, who recounts the story of her mother Esperina and of the other women of her 
family. Affected by dementia, the old woman has forgotten large parts of her past and now is both 
object and interlocutor of her daughter's discourse. Carried out in the second person, the daughter's 
narration addresses the mother but also the daughter herself, and re-ties a dialogue that was broken 
at the very beginning of their relationship. However, due to the mother's condition, it never becomes 
an actual dialogue. 
As in many novels mentioned in this section, in Mia Madre è un Fiume the daughter rediscovers 
her bond with her mother when it is (almost) too late, while undertaking the task of redesigning 
their bond. Thirty years after the publication of  Madre e Figlia, Di Pietrantonio inscribes herself 
within the same literary tradition initiated by Sanvitale. The ambivalence of the daughter's feelings 
(a mixture of attachment and resentment, passion and blame) are evident from the very beginning, 
as the daughter-narrator observes: “Il nostro amore è andato storto, da subito” (25). The mother is 
distant, or, when close, not close in the appropriate way. The maternal behaviour, characterised by 
“la  consumata  esperienza  nell'essere  insieme  invadente  e  lontana”  (42) is  always  painfully 
disappointing for the daughter. The mother has not been a good mother and is perceived as, “la 
mezza madre che poi è stata” (37). Ambiguous feelings of love and resentment emerge throughout 
the duration of the narration: 
Mi appassionano le vie oscure dove il cronico desiderio di mamma si è disperso e 
cambiato nel suo contrario (28).
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I conti non si chiudono mai tra me e lei [...] Tutta la vita l'ho cercata. Ancora la cerco. 
Non la trovo (37). 
The  novel  by Di  Pietrantonio  does  not  disrupt  the  canonical  representation  of  the  mother-
daughter conflicted bond, but is extremely interesting because, by facing the same dilemmas, it 
confirms the existence and the vitality of a (female) literary topos of the mother-daughter bond, as 
well as the difficulty, within that tradition, to allow mother and daughter a mutual, reciprocal gaze 
through which they recognise each other as equals.
As Giorgio states, 
[women writers] appear to be reluctant to abandon their position as daughters and speak 
as mothers of adult daughters. If it has taken Italian women centuries to start articulating 
representations of the mother/daughter relationship and to move beyond the deadlock of 
maternal idealization and denigration, it will probably take them a few more years to 
start writing about their daughters (2002: 150). 
The mother-daughter dyads analysed in this section have a common characteristic: all of them 
display a mother who is absent, or they deal with an unsatisfied desire for the mother. This situation 
gradually evolves. The gap separating a dead or distant mother from her adult daughter in search of 
maternal love starts to close in.
Although in the last few decades women writers have explored mother-daughter relationships 
and  motherhood  mostly from a  daughter's  point  of  view,  signs  that  something is  changing are 
emerging.  In  some  of  these  novels  the  daughter's  viewpoint  moves  “from  criticism  to 
understanding,  from  estrangement  to  empathy,  as  a  natural  maturation  and  development” 
(Benedetti, 98), while the mother starts gaining a certain degree of subjectivity, as in Stancanelli's 
novel. In spite of the persistence of the centrality of the daughter's perspective in these narratives, it 
is possible to perceive how the expression of the mother's voice and her point of view begins to 
flow into the  daughter's  voice  and gaze. The mother  becomes  gradually more  attainable,  or  is 
herself subject of the narration, as in the novels I discuss in the next chapters.
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CHAPTER 2. 
Goliarda Sapienza and the art of deconstructing (and reconstructing) 
the mother-daughter bond.
“A woman who can believe in herself, who is a 
fighter, and who continues to struggle to create 
liveable space around her, is demonstrating to her 
daughter that these possibilities exist.”
 (A. Rich: 247)
L'Arte della Gioia (The Art of Joy, 2008), regarded as Goliarda Sapienza's most important novel, 
represents  a  puzzling  literary  case  in  the  Italian  cultural  arena.  Written over  nine  years  and 
completed in 1976, the book remained unpublished until  the author's  death in 1996. In 1998, a 
minor publishing house printed 1000 copies1,  but the book went completely unheeded. Then, in 
2005, the German publisher Aufbau-Verlag and the French publisher Vivianne Hamy discovered the 
book and,  despite  its  voluminosity and  the  consequent  high  translation costs2,  they decided to 
publish it3. The book enjoyed instant success: the French translation,  L'Art de la Joie,  sold 2000 
copies on the first day, and a week later was reprinted, selling over 20 thousand copies.4 Two years 
later, the novel was translated and published in Spanish and Catalan.5 As  a result  of its positive 
reception abroad6,  Sapienza's novel finally gained full recognition and public acclaim in Italy as 
1 G. Sapienza, L'Arte della Gioia, Stampa Alternativa, 1998. In 1994, when the author was still alive, a small edition 
of the first part of the book was published by the same publishing house.
2 A. Pellegrino, “La Lunga Marcia de L'Arte della Gioia,” in L'Arte della Gioia, (2008), VI.
3 The French edition (L'Art de la Joie, trans. Natalie Castagné, Editions Vivianne Hamy, 2005) translates the original 
title literally. The German edition is organised in two volumes with two different titles: In den Himmel Stürzen, 
translated by Constanze Neumann, Aufbau Verlag GmbH, 2005, and Die Signora, translated by Esther Hansen, 
Aufbau Verlag GmbH, 2007). It is interesting to note that, in the German version, the title of the book is remarkably 
different from that of the original (the literal translation of the first volume's title is: A Fall into Heaven). The first 
English translation of the novel, The Art of Joy, (translated by Anne Milano Appel) has been recently released by 
Penguin in the UK and in the US in July 2013.
4 In D. Scarpa, “Senza Alterare Niente”, in L'Arte della Gioia, 2008: 535.
5 G. Sapienza, El Arte del Placer, trans. José Ramòn Monreal, Lumen, 2007; G.Sapienza, El Arte de viure, trans. 
Anna Casassas, La Campana, 2007.
6 Maria Belen Hernandez Gonzalez retraces the troubled journey of the novel towards public acclaim in her essay “La 
Fortuna Letteraria de L'Arte della Gioia in Europa”, (2012). Among the numerous enthusiastic reviews of the novel, 
I mention here two important French articles: René de Ceccatty, “Sapienza, princesse hérétique”, published in Le 
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well, where it was published by Einaudi in 2008, that is,  thirty years after its completion and a 
decade after its author's death.
What caused this delayed recognition? There were possibly several contributing factors. L'Arte  
della Gioia is a  bildungsroman7 that hinges on one of the most intriguing portrayals of a female 
character in Italian literature. Through its protagonist, the novel explores and challenges the limits 
that Italian society imposed on female's freedom during the first half of the twentieth century. While 
following the heroine's quest for joy and freedom from her early childhood until her seventies, the 
author “undoes” some of the tenets upon which Italian society is built, such as socially constructed 
gendered roles and heterosexual family paradigms based on blood connections.  Furthermore, the 
anti-conformism  of  the  protagonist  transgresses  well  established  codes  of  conduct  and  moral 
boundaries. This was quite an explosive mixture in the landscape of Italian society of its time. As 
Charlotte  Ross  (2012)  argues,  “it  seems  to  be  a  novel  that  does  not  fit  the  moment  of  its 
composition” (1). 
The deep link between biographical experience and writing has been seen as one of the reasons 
that makes Sapienza's writing “quite uncomfortable to read” (Ross, 2). This is especially true for 
L'Arte della  Gioia,  in spite of  the fact  that  the  novel  is  not overtly autobiographical.  Both the 
difficult  editorial  trajectory  of  the  novel  and  its  unorthodox  protagonist  reflect  the  eccentric 
personality and life of Sapienza (1924-1996). As one of L'Arte della Gioia first reviewers foresaw, 
the main hindrance to the novel's success were “la personalité écrasante de l'auteur et la psycologie 
[...] de sa protagoniste” (“the overwhelming personality of the author and the psychological features 
of its protagonist”, René de Ceccatty, 2005). Sapienza's mother, Maria Giudice, was a prominent 
historical figure of the Italian left and the first woman leader of a trade union, becoming segretaria 
della camera del lavoro di Torino (Providenti, 2010: 23-39). Her father, Giuseppe Sapienza, was a 
socialist  lawyer  and  an antifascist  activist.  Goliarda  was  their  only biological  child  in  a  broad 
extended  family  that  included  the  numerous  children  Maria  and  Giuseppe  had  from  previous 
relationships and whom Goliarda considered as her brothers and sisters. Goliarda (whose bizarre 
name was chosen by her anticlerical father, who did not want the name of a saint) grew up in Sicily, 
Monde des Livres, 16 September 2005 and Catherine David, “L'Art de la Joie”, published in Nouvel Observateur, 8 
September 2005. After the publication of the Spanish translation, Sonia Hernandez wrote a very positive review in 
which she emphasises how the protagonist challenges social conventions in order to pursue her art of joy, S. 
Hernandez, Goliarda Sapienza, la Victoria del Placer, published in “Qué leer”, n. 54, March 2007.
7 The definition of Bildungsroman for female-authored novels is controversial and has been debated by scholars. 
Taking the cue from Franco Moretti's study Il Romanzo di Formazione (1999 [1986]), Adriana Chemello (2007) 
contends that the structure of Bildungsroman is not appropriate to women's narratives in that women's trajectories 
are not characterised by the same degree of freedom as men's and these limits affects women's texts. Chemello 
formulates the notion of “romanzo del divenire” in that “la bildung femminile, anziché perfezionarsi e mettersi alla 
prova nello spazio sociale e nell'itinerario geografico del Grand Tour, si compie nell'intus, nell'acquisire 
consapevolezza di sé, della propria forza e della propria volontà. Un viaggio introspettivo[...] per divenire una 
persona consapevole, una ricerca interiore, un 'divenire donna'” (21).
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in a highly unconventional environment. Her parents were unmarried. She was educated at home 
and did not, due  to her parents'  political  views,  attend the regular school which was under  the 
influence of the Fascist regime. At the age of sixteen she won a scholarship to the Accademia di 
Arte Drammatica in Rome and proved to be a talented actress. During the occupation of Rome by 
the Nazists, she became a partisan. Her unstable mental condition and her cultural non-conformity, 
however,  affected  her  life  and  her  success.  After  two  attempted  suicides,  Sapienza  spent  a 
considerable period of time in a psychiatric hospital where she was treated with what is now known 
as electroconvolsive therapy. Upon her decision to abandon the theatre and the cinema, Sapienza 
devoted  herself  entirely  to  writing,  with  mixed  success.8 Of  her  eight  books,  four  have  been 
published posthumously. Despite some recognition, and after some misfortunes, Sapienza died poor 
and alone at the age of 72. After her death, the author's personal story and work were neglected until 
very recent years.9 
Sapienza's  novel  provides  a  wide-ranging  reconstruction  of  the  first  seventy  years  of  the 
twentieth  century.  Significantly,  the  protagonist  was  born  on  the  first  of  January  1900.  Not 
surprisingly, some critics have called this grand historical fresco “a new Gattopardo”, noting that 
both novels, written by Sicilian authors and set in Sicily, were published posthumously. Due to the 
outstanding feature that L'Arte della Gioia has a woman as its protagonist, some critics have defined 
it as “la Gattoparda.”10
Born in Sicily to a miserable family, against all odds Modesta manages to escape her fate of 
violence and humiliation. She spends her childhood with her biological mother and disabled sister 
in a degraded and poverty-stricken environment until her father suddenly reappears for just one day, 
producing  an  unexpected  twist  to  the  story.  During  his  visit,  the  father  rapes  Modesta  and 
disappears soon after, while a fire kills her mother and sister.  At  the age of nine, the orphaned 
Modesta is given hospitality in a convent, where the Mother Superior, Leonora, acts as a second 
8 While her major novel L'Arte della Gioia was repeatedly rejected by publishers, other works found a better 
reception. Sapienza's first work, Lettera Aperta (1967), was appreciated by critics. Two years later she published 
another autobiographical text, Il Filo di Mezzogiorno (1969). After spending a few days in jail for theft, Sapienza 
wrote and published L'Università di Rebibbia (1983). The experience of conviction is at the centre of this short 
novel and later inspired Le Certezze del Dubbio (1987).
9 Only very recently has the unusual figure of Goliarda Sapienza experienced a kind of renaissance and begun to 
attract the interest of critics and academics at an international level. On the wake of L'Arte della Gioia's successful 
reappearance, other unpublished works by Sapienza have been published. The last few years have witnessed an 
increasing number of studies, both in Italian and English, focusing on Sapienza's multifaceted activity as a writer. To 
name a few of the most significant: Giovanna Providenti' biography of Goliarda Sapienza La Porta è Aperta,  
(2010), Providenti's edited volume “Quel Sogno d'Essere” di Goliarda Sapienza (2012), Monica Farnetti's edited 
volume Appassionata Sapienza (2011) and Charlotte Ross' article “Goliarda Sapienza’s Eccentric Interruptions” 
(2012).
10  See: Adele Cambria, “Goliarda Sapienza, la Terribile Arte della Gioia”, published in L'Unità, 6 July 2009. In this 
article, the journalist, following the example of French critics, refers to the book as to a new “Gattopardo” and 
defines the character of Modesta as “una splendida creatura siciliana di sesso femminile: la nuova Gattoparda”.
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mother to her. At Leonora's death, the 17 year old Modesta moves to the Brandiforti's ancient villa, 
the home of Leonora's rich family. Here she finds her third mother figure in Leonora's mother, Gaia, 
and  she  also finds a  friend,  a  lover  and a  sister  in  Beatrice, who is  Leonora's  biological  (and 
illegitimate) daughter and Gaia's grand-daughter. Modesta soon earns for herself the right to remain 
in the house, by marrying Gaia's only son, Ippolito, a severely disabled man affected by Down's 
syndrome,  but  who  is  nevertheless  the  Prince.  Therefore,  when  Gaia  dies,  Modesta,  now  the 
Principessa, becomes the head of the Brandiforti family, which she reshapes according to her own 
unconventional idea of kinship. She has two sons, Prando and Jacopo, born within her marriage but 
from different  biological parents,  and one adoptive daughter, Ida  (also known as Bambolina  or 
Bambù), who is the orphaned child of Beatrice and her husband Carlo. She has many female and 
male  lovers:  Beatrice;  the  family's  bailiff,  Carmine;  the  socialist  doctor,  Carlo;  Carmine's  son, 
Mattia; the antifascist, Joyce; the anarchist and Modesta's cell-mate, Nina; and Nina's friend, Marco. 
Other  figures  belong  to  her  family without  having socially  recognisable  roles:  Stella,  hired  as 
Jacopo's wet-nurse and then considered as a sister by Modesta; Stella's sons 'Ntoni and Carlo; Mela, 
an orphan with no means of survival whom Modesta adopts remembering her own experiences as 
an orphan; Pietro, who is Ippolito's attendant; and Crispina, Pietro's little daughter. 
As a historical backdrop to Modesta's personal history, there are two world wars, the rise and fall 
of Fascism and the difficult aftermath of the second world war. These events are recounted through 
the  eyes  of  Modesta,  who  lucidly unmasks  the  crippling  conformism affecting Italian  culture, 
politics  and  society.  Her  deep involvement  in  the  struggle  against  Fascism,  however,  does not 
prevent her from denouncing the conventional and limit-bound behaviour also characterising many 
antifascists, especially in relation to the role and condition of women. 
An interesting aspect of the novel is the choice of the characters' names, some of which have a 
clear metaphoric meaning: Modesta, “modest”, reflects the protagonist's condition of birth which 
was very humble. Her mind however is not modest at all, as Gaia notices immediately. The old lady 
finds the name of Modesta at the same time horrible and inappropriate for the girl, the opposite of 
what Modesta, in fact, is: “[Gaia] dice che tu sei l'opposto del nome che porti” (75). Gaia's intuition 
is right: Modesta is ambitious and fully aware of her intelligence, which she will later prove. Gaia's 
name, too, is a meaningful one. The meaning of the old lady's name (gay, merry) is the opposite of 
her temperament, as Gaia herself dryly admits: “Ti pare che io mi debba chiamare Gaia? E che ho di 
gaio io!” (57). Gaia's name has a mythological origin and is more related to the role she plays in 
Modesta's story than it is with its literal meaning: Gaia bears the name of Mother Earth, that is, the 
symbol of female power, of fertility and prosperity. As the homonym deity, Gaia, too, represents an 
unprecedented female power for Modesta. As such, Gaia is the powerful ancestor that Modesta 
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chooses in order to create her female genealogy. It is from her third mother that Modesta draws 
legitimacy to build her own family and receives a long-lasting inheritance in terms of both authority 
and personality. Clearly, some of the characters' names work as clues to the reader and provide an 
important indication of the characters' roles. Consistently, Modesta's biological mother has no name, 
suggesting that she is an accident of biology. Therefore, this nameless woman disappears without 
leaving a trace.
The  uniqueness  of  the  novel  lies  in  three  main  features  that  depict  the  overturning  of  a 
patriarchal  order:  the  representation  of  the  mother  as a  powerful  and independent  woman,  the 
deconstruction and reconstruction of mother-daughter ties, and the appearance of gender-neutral 
(parental)  behaviours.  L'Arte  della  Gioia is  considerably  ahead  of  its  time  in  relation  to  the 
representation of the mother-daughter bond. In the landscape of contemporary society and literature, 
the  mothers  and  daughters  portrayed  in  L'Arte  della  Gioia reveal  an  outstanding  degree  of 
originality and anticipate some of the features characteristic of the novels of the last generation of 
women writers. For the first time, these mothers and daughters occupy a space in which a male 
frame of reference is not the only one available. This is the same ideal space in which the authors of 
the new generation such as Scego, Parrella and Murgia, set their mother-daughter plots. In light of 
Sapienza's ability to reforge the mother-daughter tie, she acts as a fore-mother for the more recent 
writers  investigated  in  this  thesis,  in  spite  of  the  fact  that the  reception  of  the  book makes  it 
accidentally contemporary with the novels by Scego, Parrella and Murgia.
In this chapter I analyse how Sapienza's novel introduces an unconventional notion of family, 
which  disrupts  gender  hierarchies  and  challenges  a  traditional  concept  of  kinship.  Within  this 
revised idea of family, I discuss Modesta's role as a daughter in relation to her three mothers and 
how she manages the transition towards motherhood. Finally, I discuss Modesta's role as a mother 
of  biological  and  non-biological  children,  and  how these  three  features  make  of  the  novel  an 
interesting fictional rendition of feminist claims of its time.
1. Bonds that matter: Challenging a traditional notion of family and kinship  
L'Arte della Gioia creates the conditions for a new kind of mother-daughter bond by expanding 
the notion of family and kinship. When Sapienza wrote her novel, Italian women did not have the 
right to divorce nor to have an abortion, despite their struggle to gain both. Marriage was still a 
prison,  which put  them in a  state of subjugation and minority.11 Aware  of  this disadvantageous 
11 I discuss the condition of Italian women and their struggle for equality in Chapter 1. In Lettera Aperta, Sapienza 
describes marriage as the source of humiliations and suffering for women (1967: 132).
47
condition, Sapienza creates a character who proves herself able to escape the traps of both marriage 
and motherhood.  Born at  the  beginning of  the twentieth century,  Modesta can choose between 
marriage or the convent,  the second offering her,  apparently,  the best  chance of  autonomy.  She 
chooses marriage, but she does it in a way that subverts the common idea of it. By marrying the 
Brandiforti prince, Modesta gains wealth, respect and power and breaks the boundaries imposed on 
her by her sex and her social origin. The prince, who lives in seclusion in a room of the villa and 
who Gaia and Beatrice refer to with contempt as “la cosa”, the thing (61), is not in a fit condition to 
fulfil his role. Being affected by a serious disability, he is as weak and dependent as a baby. Had he 
been a capable man, she would not have been permitted to marry him. 
The marriage is seen by Beatrice, Gaia and the family members as a terrible sacrifice imposed on 
Modesta, who contributes in fostering this perception. These aspects of her marriage do not upset 
the protagonist, who considers it as her only access to power and freedom.  In spite of Beatrice's 
disgust, Modesta is delighted with the chance she has been given: “Anche se sposata a un mostro, 
sempre principessina ero” (97). In fact, Modesta's marriage is not the result of a whimsical decision 
made out of despair, but a calculated foundation for her re-birth as a Principessa. Not only does she 
respect her matrimonial vow by taking care of her husband, but, when one of her lovers, Mattia, 
wants to kill the prince and marry her, she vigorously refuses. Modesta, who is not governed by the 
concept that love and marriage need to co-exist, knows that her marriage to Ippolito is not a burden, 
as Mattia suggests, but the guarantee of her freedom. Her choice does not imply that she has to 
renounce  love.  On  the  contrary,  Modesta  has  many  lovers,  to  whom  she  falls  pregnant  twice 
(although she decides to terminate her second pregnancy with an abortion). For Modesta, a love 
match never overlaps with marriage as an institution. The former is a source of joy, pleasure, pain 
and life, and can be temporary, as it originates from personal desires. The latter is a social necessity, 
since, in Judith Butler's  (2004) words, “marriage compels, at least logically, universal recognition,” 
(111) and Modesta needs that recognition in order to be free.
Using her marriage as a shield, Modesta builds her own unconventional family, which is her 
most outstanding creation. In this wide group of women, men and children, whose status is not 
understandable according to the current paradigm of family intelligibility. Biological connections 
are uncertain and weak, while the bonds of affection are strong and long lasting. Some of Modesta's 
family members have a role that defies far-rooted traditions and taboos  and would elicit scepticism 
even in a more evolved society than that of Sicily during the last  century.  In  Chapter 1 I have 
already discussed how Butler's  theory sheds light on this aspect of Sapienza's  novel.  As Butler 
argues,
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variations on kinship that depart from normative, dyadic heterosexually based family 
forms secured through the marriage vow are figured not only as dangerous, for the 
child, but perilous to the putative natural and cultural laws said to sustain human 
intelligibility (2004: 104). 
Modesta's notion of kinship poses a challenge to those cultural laws. Biological kinship does not 
necessarily correspond to legal kinship in her family, and most characters have a double status, one 
given by legal and social norms, one determined by biology.
The structure of Modesta's family deserves a closer examination: of her two sons, officially born 
within her marriage, Prando is her biological son conceived with her lover Carmine, while Jacopo is 
the biological son of her husband Ippolito and of Ippolito's nurse Inés. Hence, there are no blood 
connections between the  two  brothers.  Modesta's  adopted  daughter,  Bambolina,  is  actually her 
grand-niece.  Bambolina  (Bambù)  is  the  biological  daughter  of  Beatrice,  who  was,  in  turn,  the 
grand-daughter  of  Gaia  and  the  niece  of  Ippolito.  Therefore,  Beatrice  is  Modesta's niece-by-
marriage, and Bambolina is her grand-niece. Other children, such as 'Ntoni, Carluzzu and Crispina, 
are variously related to one or more adult members of the family. For instance, Carluzzu is born 
from  an  almost  incestuous  relationship.  He  is  the  biological  son  of  Prando,  Modesta's  only 
biological child, and Stella, who is Jacopo's wet-nurse.
Modesta's family structure challenges “the current episteme of family intelligibility” (114) from 
two different points of view: the uncertain legal status of most of its members, and the lack of clear, 
traceable bloodlines.  Anticipating Butler's  (2004) questioning of  the  traditional  idea  of  kinship, 
Modesta rearticulates her family in the light of her own desires. On the one hand, she seeks and 
gains legitimacy under the umbrella of apparently acceptable social forms such as marriage and 
legal kinship (i.e., Prando, Jacopo). On the other hand, her family has nothing in common with the 
nuclear, hegemonic family which marriage postulates (Carluzzu, 'Ntoni, Crispina, Mela and to some 
extent  Bambolina).  The  idea  of  kinship  holding her  family together  is  “a  set  of  practices that 
institutes relations of various kinds which negotiate the reproduction of life and the demands of 
death” (Butler, 2004: 103). These practices, however, bring with them no social recognisability and 
receive legitimacy only through Modesta's marriage to Ippolito.
In this context, kinship originating from desire proves to be stronger than that founded on the 
simple blood connection. When Jacopo discovers that his biological mother is Inès, the shock does 
not in the least affect his attachment to the family Modesta has chosen for him. On the contrary,
Mai chiamerò mamma quella donna, mai. Tu sei la mia mamma, vero? Tu lo dicevi, e 
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